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1. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY (Chairman):  Welcome everybody.  My name is Chris Kelly.  I am the Chairman of the Committee on Standards in Public Life.  The Committee has had an interesting year, culminating in our report in November on the funding of political parties.  The contrast with our previous report could not have been greater.  Our previous report on MPs' expenses was accepted by all party leaders within a couple hours of the report appearing, although, subsequently, it became a little bit unstuck in some respects, mostly now corrected.

2. 
The Report on Party Funding, I think it is true to say, is having more of a slow burn.  I am not at all surprised by that, nor do I regret it, because the issues it raises are difficult for all the parties. I think it quite right that some mature consideration should go into thinking about it. But the Committee will continue to make sure that the issues are kept before the parties, not least reminding them that all three of the main ones made a commitment to reform the system in their manifestos, and also that it features in the Coalition Agreement.


3. 
This seminar is not about that, nor is it about the other things the Committee has been doing over the last year.  It is a seminar about researching perceptions of standards and trust in public life, an important part of the Committee’s programme we have been doing this for some time. We published our fourth biennial survey last September and we will shortly begin preparations for the fifth one, the cost of them having come down systematically as we have gone on.  We also use research into public perceptions as part of our continuing work, not least because we think it would be wrong of us as a committee to assume that we know what the public think about standards issues. It is important to us to make sure that we continue to research that systematically, not as an end in itself but as part of our continuing work.


4.   
Today’s seminar is set up to give us the opportunity to get beneath the surface.  The format is as follows: Professor Cees Van der Eijk is going to set the scene for us – Cees is a member of our Research Panel – he will then be followed by each of our panellists sitting here who, I suspect, will give very different perspectives on this issue.  Then Dr Mark Philp, who is the Chairman of our Research Panel, is going to moderate a discussion in which I hope those present in the room will join in before we summarise.


5.  
It is timely that we should have the seminar now as we begin preparations for the next biennial survey, but also because we are thinking about our future work programme. I am hoping there will be issues coming out of today’s discussion which we can make use of going forward.


6.  
As you can see from the crowd on this table, there are a lot of people we are trying to fit in.  I will shut up now, but we are going to make sure that you have an opportunity to contribute. I am sure all the panellists will understand the importance of why they have been asked to keep to ten minutes, and we will see how good they are at doing that, but they will have an opportunity to come back if they are particularly provoked by anything that is said by the panel.  That is all I want to say by way of introduction; so, Cees, over to you.


7.  
PROFESSOR CEES VAN DER EIJK (CSPL Research Advisory Board):  Thank you.  This is about perceptions of standards in public life and of course that is the core of the interest of the Committee and, in this respect, the perceptions as they are held by the public in Britain.  So it is not perceptions of particular groups, like experts or like political elites or like media, or whatever. It is the perceptions as they are held by citizens.  It is some findings from the CSPL surveys, and you have to forgive me if I do not go into great detail into all of the results.  The results of the four surveys have been reported by the Committee in a number of reports which you can find on the website in full.  In addition to that, there are a number of supporting articles, a pile of presentations at conferences and a PhD dissertation, which all make use of this data, and if we were to talk about all of that in detail I think boredom would pretty soon set in.  That is not the object.  What I will try to do is to focus on a few condensed aspects with some reflections on those.

8.  
Very briefly, for your memory, if you need to refresh your memory or if you did not know it, then for your information the CSPL surveys are conducted in a two yearly cycle.  So far there have been four: in 2004, 2006, 2008 and 2010.  They are conducted on the basis of representative samples of the population of Great Britain, 18 years and older.  They are midsize samples, so they are not as large as some samples from other projects that are run, for instance, by the Office for National Statistics, but they are decent sized samples.  In some instances there were additions that also increased the coverage to Northern Ireland or where additional samples have been surveyed from Scotland and Wales in order to increase the otherwise very low number of respondents from those areas.

9.  
You will not be surprised that the core focus of the surveys is on perceptions and evaluation of standards and behaviour of public officeholders.  One might wonder why we do this; why is it important at all to think of these perceptions?  Well, if you think about democracy, democracy is about different things.  It is about a lot of things, but there are at least two aspects of it: one is what people get out of it, what a population of a country gets out of it. But the other one is how they get what they get out of it, the process by which that is done.  It is not only whether we have bread and butter and a roof over our heads, but it is also how that came about and that process side of democracy.  That is what standards relate to.

10.  
If those standards are perceived to be poor then that impinges on what is generally called the legitimacy of a political system, if that process is not running well.  That is a very vague and abstract notion but, irrespective of the vagueness and abstraction, we know something more about it, namely, that legitimacy has an impact on the behaviour of citizens.  An impact on citizens in the way that legitimacy affects, in a positive way, voluntary compliance with whatever public policy requires citizens to do or to refrain from.  In that respect it has an impact and it is important. Therefore, not only to have a legitimate political system but also to study the legitimacy and how that evolves over time and where maybe it could be improved.  

11.  
There is another set of reasons, and I will not even try to pretend to be complete in all the reasons why we might look at these kinds of things, but a number of other things.  Perceptions of standards in public life also have an impact on the norms that citizens themselves set for their own behaviour in public life.  In that respect, it is not a matter that it is the perception of something out there.  It is a perception of something out there, which influences how we think we should behave ourselves as well.  It also affects the recruitment of people in offices in the public domain; who is being attracted and who is being deterred by our perceptions and evaluations of how that domain works?  It also affects the interactions between the public and private sectors of society.  So in a lot of ways these things do matter.

12.  
Having looked at the four surveys, overall, there are a number of things that we can say about standards in Britain.  The overall perception of standards – and this is a set of general responses that do not drill down into particular officeholders or particular behaviours – shows that, since we started to look at this in 2004, the balance is positive.  There are more positive evaluations of it than negative, not by a great margin but definitely more.  However, that balance is eroding.  It is getting closer to 50/50 than it was in 2004, 2006 and 2008.  So there is a downward trend that we can observe and it is still, on average, on the positive side but it is not a matter of great enthusiasm that speaks from the survey response issue.

13.  
What we do not know is how the information that we have from these four surveys relates to earlier moments in time.  The Committee on Standards in Public Life was set up in 1994 but we do not know how standards were perceived and evaluated by the general public at that time.  So it might be that it was much worse and, having witnessed a period of comparative positive evaluations, it might also have been that it was much better then.  We just do not know.  We can only speculate about that but we do not have any definitive data.

14.  
How do we see this erosion, where does it show itself?  This erosion shows itself in a number of ways and not in all of them equally strongly.  In general we see it in the things that are listed here, the generalised perception of standards and whether or not authorities are committed to upholding standards and to act if they are infringed upon.  So we see that.  We also see it in the levels of trust in local MPs, MPs in general, Ministers, and so on.  We see it most strongly – particularly in 2010 – in an acceleration of the decline in specific answers to what MPs do and why they do things.  Like, are they using their powers for their own gain?  Are they dedicated to doing a good job for the public?  Are they competent?  Are they telling the truth?  Are they spending money wisely?  And so on.  In those perceptions we particularly see an accelerated decline in 2010.  Again, if we see this decline that does not necessarily mean that this is a secular decline that can only continue in that direction, but this is what we have observed so far and, from that perspective, we are able to look at the situation in 2012.  It will be particularly important to see whether or not something has changed.

15.  
The expenses scandal seems to have contributed to this erosion.  It is not the entire reason – there are all sorts of factors we can look at – because that erosion had already shown itself between 2004 and 2008, but particularly where it has accelerated this is something that seems a possible link to the expenses scandal, which is beefed up by the more detailed analysis done by Dr Jonathan Rose in his PhD thesis, which shows how individual citizens react to these questions depends on what constituency they live in and whether an MP in that constituency was or was not involved with expenses.

16.  
If we say that there are these declines we cannot say that they are equally there for all kinds of holders of public office.  For some it is not there.  Judges, police officers, but also public officers outside the political domain, like family doctors and teachers, are not affected as far as we can see.  There are some disconcerting finding – a lot of disconcerting findings – but some maybe even more so than others, in my view. 

17.  
On the basis of all kinds of research that we have seen, not only in the UK but also in other countries, we would have expected something of a rebound after a general election and particularly after a general election which led to a change of governing party, and that has not been visible in the 2010 data.  So that is somewhat disconcerting.  Another thing that is disconcerting is that the negative perception and evaluation of the political class is quite endemic.  They are not only there in 2010 they were also there in 2004.  The political realm is not held in high regard.  There are fluctuations in that and those fluctuations can give rise to additional concerns but, in general, it is a kind of endemic situation that we are encountering here.

18.  
There are also some reassuring findings.  First, as I said, the perception of poor standards is not across the board.  Not every holder of a public office is equally affected; secondly, we should not over dramatise the changes that have happened.  There is – and that is why I called it “an erosion”, a decline, but it is not a landslide.  It is not that we have plunged into the abyss or something like that.  Also reassuring, and this is not seen directly from the reports of the Committee, we have to look at more in depth analysis for that, that trust in holders of public office is driven by their behaviour and performance and not the other way around.  That means, very simply stated, that improvement is possible, that differences in behaviour and performance will have a consequence also on trust and the esteem with which politicians are held in regard.

19.  
Moreover, we have seen this to some extent.  At the University of Nottingham we did some additional survey research beyond the studies of the Committee, in the summer of 2011 at the height of the phone hacking scandal, and what we see there, indeed, is that the public reacts to that in two ways: the esteem with which the media is held in regard has dropped significantly and at the same time there is somewhat of a drop in the esteem in which politicians and MPs are held in regard.  So we see there is a reaction on the basis of information that people get on the behaviour and performance of various sectors of society.

20.  
Finally, we only find minor differences between different groups of a population, be it class, age, ethnicity and party preference.  There are differences, which are not to be denied, but they are minor.  Why is that important?  It means that we do not have a country where different segments of a population perceive the world totally differently and, therefore, would have difficulty in even understanding each other’s concerns.  This is something where we find differences that are explicable, they are understandable, but they are minor compared to the overall picture, and I think that is reassuring.

21.  
One might wonder how the UK compares with other countries, and if we want to address that question we find ourselves a little bit in the desert because there are very few comparable data; bits here and there, but not across the board.  I am not aware of any survey of the breadth of the CSPL surveys in other countries but we have some information from, among other places, Sweden, the Netherlands, Germany and the USA.  What we find then is, first of all, in all these countries politics is not really an area or domain that is very well loved.  There are strong differences.  In this respect, the UK looks more like the USA with comparatively low levels of expectation of proper behaviour and trust in politicians when we set that against, for instance, Sweden, the Netherlands and Germany.  This is not conclusive.  This is what I find on the basis of fragmented and limited information.  It is only five countries that I look at here.  Nevertheless, I find something and I wonder why, and I might wonder whether there is a link to the adversarial style of politics that is practised not only in the UK but also in the USA.  Is it surprising that citizens hold politicians in lower regard if the way in which politicians address each other is one where we often get the impression that, indeed, all they are up to is incompetence, fratricide or God knows what?  I think that is a style of politics that is not as prominent in the other countries and it might very well have an impact on that.  I say this speculatively.  I want you to be sure of that, but I think it is a link that is worthwhile following up.

22.  
Finally, a few wider comments.  If we talk about the CSPL surveys we look at public life, but public life particularly in terms of politics as that term is understood in daily discourse.  But public life is wider.  Public life also contains domains, like health, education, transportation, communication, the banking system and all of that.  All those institutions that allow us as citizens, or as business, to conduct our private lives.  So if that is also public life there are also standards in those domains.  In all those domains politics occupies a very special position; namely, it is the only one that has the capacity and responsibility to define what standards of probity are in those other domains and to contribute to upholding them.  I think how that responsibility is exercised will affect the perceptions of public officeholders as well.  Of course, this is not the prime focus of the CSPL survey programme.  It cannot be because that would be a much larger programme, but it is something I think that we have to take into account to not redefine politics in this respect as the only domain in public life.  Public life is broader, and to some extent what we do see in the political domain reflects also what is happening in other domains.  Thank you.

23.  
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you very much, Cees.  We now turn to our panel.  We are lucky to have a very distinguished panel.  Bernard Jenkin is going to start.  Bernard of course is Chairman of the Public Administrative Select Committee.  I am very pleased to see at least one other member of the Committee here today, and I think it is fair to say that PASC is the Select Committee that takes the most interest in the work of our Committee.  Bernard.

24.  
BERNARD JENKIN MP (Chairman of PASC):  Chris, thank you very much for this opportunity, and thank you, Cees, for that presentation.  I read the survey with great interest.  Of course, it is axiomatic that CSPL must understand perceptions of standards in public life and I just want to make clear that I am not making any personal criticism in my response to the work that is being done, but I have some very serious questions about the methodology, purpose and effect of this type of survey and the way it is publicised.  Incidentally, I have asked for a little bit of extra time and I very much hope Sir Christopher can indulge me.

25.  
We are wrestling with a very intractable problem, namely that, for a whole host of reasons, the public is loath to trust those who have power, least of all those whom they actually voted for.  This is not unusual in a democracy, as we just heard, but we are in a particularly bad period.  Nothing can excuse our failures – such as MPs’ expenses – and I certainly do not seek to do so, but the problem is not that people in public life in general, or MPs in particular, are endemically corrupt but there is now a ferociously negative public perception, which is itself corrosive of public trust.  The problem has become that public perception feeds its own false narrative and reinforces itself increasingly on the basis of preconceptions and less and less on the basis of real facts and it is not in the public interest to keep reinforcing that narrative.  The question we must, therefore, ask ourselves is not whether there is value in researching public perceptions of standards and trust in public life, but how we should conduct this research about those perceptions and how we can present our findings in order to reinforce the facts.

26.  
Sir Christopher, I listened to your interview on the Today programme on 15 September, and the report was introduced by Jim Naughtie with the following words, “The number of people who say that MPs are dedicated to doing a good job is falling fast.  The Committee on Standards in Public Life says that in two years, between 2008 and 2010, the number who said they thought MPs were doing a good job fell from 46% to 26%.  This picked up the figure emphasised in CSPL’s key messages briefing for the launch of the survey”.  There then followed an interview – your interview, Sir Christopher – where you did nothing to dispel that that was an incorrect perception.  You dismissed the way that politicians told you privately that, of course, the public is sceptical about pointing this out.  You pointed out this is in fact the fourth in the series over eight years, and you said, “It is the long term trend which is a matter of concern, and the trend is always downwards and, if anything, this latest survey takes a further tick downwards”.  As Cees just acknowledged, this data was already out–of–date when the interview was given.  It was collected in December 2010.  I noticed the day after the CSPL released its findings your colleague, Professor van der Eijk then released the Nottingham data, which was taken in July, showing that there had been an increase in trust in MPs following Parliament’s reaction to the phone hacking scandal.  This challenges the fundamental assertion that we were fed in CSPL’s presentation that the trend is always downwards.


27.  
Did no one at CSPL know about the forthcoming Nottingham data, and if not why not?  But if they did, why did they put out such a firm negative line on MPs declining when there was contrary evidence available?  Nevertheless, when asked if one of the main reasons for the decline was the aftermath of the expenses issues, Sir Christopher said, “Yes, the survey is fact” and he said that trying to explain why was subjective.  Incidentally, I do not think on the Today programme it said that the data that had been collected was eight months out–of–date. 


28. 
When asked about the best way to tackle this Sir Christopher said, “In a sense, you do not need to know my view.  The survey asks the public what they think is important about the behaviour of politicians.  The results are also consistent”.  He said, “The public has quite a straightforward, commonsense and a relatively sophisticated view, of what they want from politicians.  It is about telling the truth; it is about owning up to mistakes; it is trying to be in touch with what the public thinks; it is about using money wisely”, and I have to say certainly no MP or I doubt any member of the public would need such surveys to tell us such facts.  This one cost £45,000.  The survey two years ago cost £260,000, and one questions whether this is using money wisely or whether the public would think this was using money wisely.


29. 
When conducting opinion polls of this nature, it is important to be clear about what suggestions are made by the questions and to report accurately, and in the round, what conclusions can be drawn from the answers.  The first question in the survey was, “I would like to start asking you a question about trust.  These cards show differing types of people.  Which generally would you trust to tell the truth and which you would not?  Please tell us”.  The cards are laid out in random order.  The results show that trust in MPs in general declined by only 1% against the 2008 figure, to 26% from 27% two years before, which itself is the same figure as eight years before, not a sort of endemic decline; not good but not an endemic decline.


30. 
Next, unless you are really into polling and market and opinion surveys, as an ordinary member of the public you would find the next question rather odd.  You had to choose from three of the following ten themes which you think should influence MPs as the most important.  How you choose three out of ten very important things I have no idea.  The survey prompted that MPs should: be dedicated to doing a good job; own up to mistakes; explain why they take decisions; set a good public example; be competent; tell the truth; make sure public money is used wisely; be in touch, and two things which really stood out for me, MPs should not use their power for their own personal gain and not take bribes. 


31. 
Curiously, the results for all four surveys suggests that telling the truth and using public money wisely is regarded as more important than not taking bribes, although it is noticeable that not taking bribes in 2010 became dramatically less important to the public, falling from 42% in 2008 to 25% in 2010.  It is hard to believe that 75% of the population think it is not incredibly important if MPs were to be taking bribes.  CSPL’s commentary says, on this very point – it addresses the point, “Insofar as not taking bribes is less often ranked in the top three items, this does not mean that people do not consider it to be an issue, only that there are other issues they consider more important at this time”.  I happen to say this is a little tortuous and I think questions how valuable these opinions really are.


32. 
Now, having stoked the idea in the minds of respondents that MPs take bribes, rather like asking if we beat our wives, the survey goes on to ask what they think they actually do in respect of those ten things.  Not surprisingly, they do not express much faith in us.  Yes, there is no denying public sentiment and I do not deny that for a moment, but this is not helped by the way the survey questions are prompting a negative response.  According to CSPL’s survey, having prompted the thought, 33% of the public think MPs actually do take bribes.  That is what the survey shows.  If you are accused in a newspaper of taking a bribe, unless you have been committing a criminal offence you would be entitled to sue for libel.  Nevertheless, that is the insinuation of the survey and the innuendo has stuck to 33% of respondents.  Sir Christopher did describe in his interview the survey as subjective, and I agree with you on that point.  Thank you for not highlighting the reduction in the number of people who think we take bribes as progress in your interview.  CSPL said they may be perfectly respectable in its own terms, but is this using money wisely or the most effective way for CSPL to spot the general trend of how MPs are perceived?  There is already plenty of research out there.


33. 
Given the acknowledged change in public perceptions of Parliament in the summer of 2010, was the publication of the results of this survey, and CSPL’s interpretation of them, really the most constructive way to seek to improve standards in public life?  Interestingly, for some reason, 33% who think we take bribes is 5 points less bad than in 2008.  Now, there is another general problem with CSPL’s approach.  As Cees very clearly said, this is not an expert group of respondents.  It is members of the general public.  The Hansard Society, their audited public engagement in 2010 shows just how thin public perceptions of Parliament and the work of MPs actually is.  The majority of the public – 62% – admit they do not know very much or nothing at all about the Westminster parliament.  The discussion groups also laid bare this lack of knowledge.  Many use the terms “parliament” and “government” interchangeably, and I am quoting from the report, “Even those few who felt more confident they know about parliament were often factually wrong”. 


34. 
So I think you will have detected that I am trying to convey to the meeting some sense of the frustration that people in Parliament – and this goes well beyond MPs – the clerks and a lot of people in the lobby, a lot of people who work in what we call “the Westminster village” feel that this kind of survey can deeply misrepresent what is actually going on.  We might equally run a survey on the Committee on Standards in Public Life, with the following sort of questions: have you ever heard of the Committee on Standards in Public Life?  Given that CSPL is intended to be independent and the Chair recently stated that it has little formal status and could be abolished by the Prime Minister at a stroke, should CSPL be made more independent?  To whom should it be accountable and, if so, to the Prime Minister alone or to Parliament or to someone else?  What sort of people should be Chair and members of CSPL, retired senior civil servants on indexed pensions, people with knighthoods and other honours, people who have done other jobs for governments, or others? 


35.  
Given that being Chair of CSPL is a part–time job, for which he is paid £50,000 plus expenses, should he be allowed to draw his Civil Service retirement pension at the same time or to have other jobs while being paid for this job?  Should he be obliged to declare his other sources of earnings, like MPs, showing how much he earns and how many hours he works from his other jobs?  How successful do you believe this body will be in improving standards in public life, where 1 is not at all and 10 is a very great deal?


36. 
I appreciate this is a cheeky riposte and it is meant constructively.  I only suggest these questions to demonstrate how invidious and destructive and badly designed polling can be.  It would be in the public interest to test public awareness of the facts, rather than to reinforce the negative perceptions based on ignorance.  How many people know that MPs no longer decide their rules on the expenses or control how they are administered?  How many have ever heard of IPSA?  Maybe the solution to this ignorance is not more MP bashing and more draconian rules for MPs but a public information programme to increase understanding of the facts to dispel such unwarranted lack of confidence in public standards.  Will CSPL consider recommending that?  CSPL used this last survey as a pretext for their proposals to shift the burden of funding for political parties to the taxpayer.  Sir Christopher described the present system of funding for political parties as, “Not corrupt but corruptible”, without explaining what precisely he means to convey by that.  


37. 
There is one glaring question lacking from the CSPL survey: do you think taxpayer’s money should be spent on party political activities or, simply, would you support more taxpayers’ money being spent on party politics?  A question of that nature would have been quite legitimate in this.  I think every MP knows what that question would be which is why I think we are all stalling on your recommendations, Sir Christopher, because I do not think we can address it in quite the way you suggest and we could have discovered that without spending a small fortune on opinion polls.  Thank you very much indeed.


38. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Bernard, thank you very much.  I hoped the panel would be provocative and you have not disappointed me.  I shall avoid most of that provocation, simply to say that I was very glad that you said at the beginning that you accepted the importance of actually asking people what they think, rather than assuming that you know what they think, because I am not sure that I would have gathered that from the rest of what you said.  Just two other quick things: one is to say that one of the reasons we have a research panel is precisely to make sure that our research is conducted in a respectable way and if we had time we could address, I think, virtually every one of the accusations you have made about us.  The other thing that is worth saying is we did ask that question about public funding of political parties but not as part of the survey, because one of the values of our survey is that it is continuous, it is not just a snapshot, unlike some of the other surveys.  This is one which we now have had four of, but we did actually ask people the question not, “Would you want to give more money to politicians?” because, as you say, the answer to that is obvious.  I know what answer I would give to it if I were asked that.


39. 
BERNARD JENKIN:  Is that party politics?


40. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Well, whichever way it is asked the answer is absolutely obvious.  The question is actually rather more sophisticated than that, which picks up one of your points about what answer you get depends upon the question.  The question is: do you think that it is worth spending more public money on supporting political parties if the effect of that is to remove the influence of – and I am not getting the words exactly right – and if you put the question that way, so there is a choice, you get a different answer.  But, as I say, I shall avoid responding to some of the rest, including the personal remarks.


41. 
BERNARD JENKIN:  They were not personal to you.  They were personal to your office.


42. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you.  The next member of our distinguished panel is Baroness O’Neill who has written often on the subject of trust and confidence and also, of course, a crossbench Member of the House of Lords.


43.  
BARONESS O’NEILL OF BENGARVE (Crossbench Member of the House of Lords):  Thank you very much, Sir Christopher.  I am going to make some more generic remarks about polling as a way of getting evidence about important matters.  It is, I think, extremely important in the commercial and PR context and that of course is where it has flourished above all.  However, as citizens we are not lemmings.  What we want to know is not what do other people think about how trustworthy someone is, but how trustworthy are they?  We want to know about the reality for very good reasons and of course polling, therefore, does not ask the right questions.  It asks us about our generic attitudes, not about the particular things we have to judge.  That is why if you actually look at the long time series that evidence on polls, not only in this country, is that the results are very stable.  You get very exciting ups and downs when there are events, for example, the expenses scandal or the hacking scandal, or others, but they tend not to be very lasting.

44.  
If you take, for example, Anthony Seldon’s book on trust, he is the Headmaster of Wellington College.  He has had people look at where we have a time series – say, 20 years – how much does it vary, and the answer is: not very much.  We did not trust politicians then.  We did not trust journalists then.  Those were our generic attitudes, the same is true now.  Little ups and down.  We trusted doctors then.  We trusted nurses then.  But again little ups and downs.  So that the evidence about generic attitudes is just what you would expect it to be, relative stability, not enormously important to find out about the little ups and downs.

45.  
What is important then?  I think what is important is to find out about the trustworthiness of particular people.  That is not a generic matter because there could be – and there have been – some trustworthy and some untrustworthy doctors, some trustworthy and some untrustworthy MPs, some trustworthy and some untrustworthy businessmen, etc.  It is much harder to find out about trustworthiness, but the one thing you can guarantee is you are not going to find it out by polling to find out how much trust is placed.  That is just generic attitudes.  So what I think might be useful for the Committee on Standards in Public Life is to think very hard about what would enable members of the public to just judge the trustworthiness of others better.  Of course, in some ways, the various standards to which the Committee is committed help in that respect.  But they are remarkably abstract and they are not uniformly applied across public life.  Some of us have to declare our interests in considerable detail, other people do not.  Some people have to declare their pay, other people do not.  Some people have to declare their outside earnings, other people do not.  I think it would be extremely interesting, for example, to ask – and it has no bearing whatsoever on media freedom – whether we would be helped if we know what money has been paid to get a story, but we do not.  If we knew who has collaborated in certain ways and who has a conflict of interest.  Would you not like to know, for example, whether the people who are so–called travel journalists get their luxurious holidays paid for by the companies who provide the holidays or pay for them out of their own pockets, or the newspaper pays?  I would.

46.  
What should we know about, for example, property correspondents?  What should we know, indeed, about city correspondents?  So we have many areas where there could be useful information made available that would bear on the judgement that every citizen has to make on the trustworthiness of others.  Unfortunately, polling does not do it.  So I have a very limited response to this poll.  It is what I would have expected.  It could have been said without the expense.  Thank you.

47.  
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Then, thirdly, Peter Preston who was Editor of the Guardian for 20 years, and Peter maintains an interest in standards issues.


48.  
PETER PRESTON (Former Editor of the Guardian):  Do you mind if I sit here?


49.  
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Please do.

50.  
PETER PRESTON:  Right.  I should say one or two things very quickly.  One is that I welcome Bernard Jenkin’s demolition–type job.  It reminded me very strongly of the Arsene Wenger defence of why Arsenal keeps losing.  It is basically called a conspiracy of incompetent referees.  Secondly, I share some of the reservations about surveys of this kind.  They remind me very much of what the BBC spends large amounts of money doing almost all of the time defining the trust that people do or do not have in it.  Somehow it never quite covers the actual incident, which has caused the thing to move into the headlines.  Thirdly, in terms of this kind of survey, I very much agree with Baroness O’Neill.  It is like saying global warming: the driest winter since global warming was identified is now engulfing us all, in going back to records in 2004.  2004 is not a very definitive starting point for any of this, apart from the fact that one started polling then.  So I think in all of these areas one needs to take it with a good deal of caution and salt, which does not mean that it is not valuable and does not throw up all sorts of debates and things that focus attention on standards in public life, but one has to be a little bit careful about extrapolating too hard and too wide.

51.  
You may well say, any moment now, if you are looking at the more frequent public opinion polls – YouGov is sort of the end of the market – where people are asked, on a fairly regular basis, which is the most trusted lot of the professions or trades here.  Journalists are well used to jostling with estate agents and, I am bound to say, politicians in the sort of relegation zone of the premiership, shortly to be joined now by bankers, but nothing that is happening in the Strand with the Leveson Inquiry is making anybody think that journalism is about to rise in esteem and that any sort of standard survey is something that we should be proud about.  I have two difficulties with that: one is the general concept of trust, I have always felt long before this became an issue, was a particularly wonky one for journalism.  It is not a gigantic profession or trade.  It is a gathering of very dissident voices.  Whereas, of course, property correspondents or travel editors, or whatever, need open and transparent guidelines as to how they operate, nevertheless the generality of trust has never, in my view, applied very easily.  I do not care whether I am trusted or not when I write or what I say as long as I feel with, I hope, a strong ethical background that I am doing my best, i.e. there is a mismatch between some vast panoply of ethical guidelines and the thing you are doing at a particular time.

52.  
Almost 20 years ago now, when we ran a campaign which in some sense first got John Major and then Lord Nolan on to the road about, frankly, cash for questions by being MPs, all of that sort of stuff, I did not feel that I was doing it as some part of massive way of clearing up public life.  I felt that it was something that personally offended me and which something needed to be done about.  Therefore, you come back to talking about the Committee on Standards in Public Life over and above this survey, and I think I would say very shortly, in that particular instance, three things: I am a terrific supporter of the Committee.  I take a little bit of a fatherly interest in it in a whole variety of ways.  I have given evidence for various inquiries and I think it is one of the best things over the last 20 years that we have done in terms of public life.  But it is not defined by surveys it is defined by what people do about it.  In that case that is the sort of Leveson example in a way with the press.  There is nothing wrong, in my view, with the code of conduct promulgated by the Press Complaints Commission, or with the standard of the people who sit on it as lay members, former distinguished civil servants, and so on.  What has led to the present impasse is the failure of implementation on the ground.  That is what Leveson is being required to think about.  It is going to be very difficult to find an answer to it but it is making sure that the aspirations are turned into actual things.

53.  
On that basis, I am just looking at one or two things from the CSPL log over the last few months.  Just three things that have caught my attention: one is Eric Pickles moving to sweep away too much of the implementation mechanism for standards in local government life.  It has not been a good idea.  It begins to reel things back and we shall rue it in a bit when something – a large stink – emerges.  It is just the wrong way to go.  Secondly, whatever one thinks of Dr Liam Fox, or whatever, I was howling through that particular event to say, “Can we please have Sir Philip Mawer actually involved in this?”  He is in a sense an offshoot of the CSPL.  One of the biggest obsessions in my editing life, in a very minor way, was when the procedure of conduct for Ministers became published – part of the John Major revolution, and so on and so forth – was that the business of investigating whether a Minister had flouted the guidelines or not should pass to an outside person and not be left to the Prime Minister; so that the Prime Minister’s office in the first instance were saying, “We’re standing by this fantastic person”, but five minutes’ later, “We’re also judge and jury on whether this fantastic person deserves to remain in office”.  That is a mess.  Sir Philip is there at the end of a long and difficult fight to get him there.  Tony Blair was never any good on there I thought.  To have the first big ministerial tangle of the coalition administration with Liam Fox being allowed to call in his own Permanent Foreign Secretary, and then it passing on to Sir Gus O’Donnell just before he went on a round the world cruise, as he is now, seemed to me a bit of a nonsense.  So again, people are not putting what the Committee says, not as something you have to salute but as something that really needs to be implemented.

54.  
The third tiny example, I am totally aware that it is a difficult time to sort out party political funding.  If it is a difficult political time to sort out political funding maybe the Committee ought to have been asked to defer that until a more useful time.  But let us be fair, the result of that investigation and report came out at more or less the same time that George Osborne was digging round in his statement of budgetary intent.  He lobbed £40 million, which in my recognisance would have paid for the entire annual cost and more of what Sir Christopher and the team were proposing.  In the way of water rate payers from SouthWest Water some mitigation for clearing up their beaches, which are their livelihood, sometime in the past and defraying by a proportion their water rate bills.  Look at the SouthWest Water constituency pattern and you will see a large number of Conservative and Liberal Democrat constituencies.  I merely mention that.

55.  
But let us not kid ourselves, if you really wanted to do something about party political funding the sums of money involved are actually quite trivial.  It is all a question of presentation and straight talking.  On all of those spaces I think the Committee has things to say that need to be heard, and I do not necessarily want that to be reflected internally in rather rolling opinion poll surveys.  The Committee is important because of what it does now, next week, the week after, and how its views are heeded.  That is where I think we need to concentrate most of our attention.

56.  
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you very much, Peter.  Philip Mawer is not here but Alex Allan his successor is, and perhaps there may be an opportunity – depending on how things go – for Alex to express a view on what you said about that role.

57.  
Our final discussant today is Professor Robert Hazell, who is Professor at UCL and Director of the Constitution and well known I suspect to most people in this hall.

58.  
PROFESSOR ROBERT HAZELL (University College London):  Thank you, Chris.  If I may I will also speak from here, and I have probably less than ten minutes.  I have been asked to talk specifically about freedom of information and the impact of FOI on trust.  My basis for doing so is that my research team in the Constitution Unit in the last five years have done three quite big studies on the impact of FOI.  We did a two year study looking at the impact of FOI on central government.  We did a two year study looking at its impact on local government, and in the last couple of years we have done a one year study looking at the impact of FOI on parliament.  The reports of all those studies are on our website, and I am happy to answer any wider questions about FOI in discussion.

59.  
Let me in my five minutes focus on one thing: the impact of FOI on trust.  One of the arguments mounted by the proponents of FOI is that it would increase trust and you all know the argument: the more open you are the more you will be trusted.  So, how have things panned out in practice?  Well, in our Whitehall study we concluded quite strongly that FOI had not led to an increase in trust in central government and, if anything, it had probably served to reduce it.  How did we come to that conclusion?  Through interviewing officials in Whitehall, from memory, we interviewed about 80 to 100 officials and some Ministers; through interviewing FOI requesters, we had less luck there in contacting FOI requesters but those we did manage to reach on the whole said that seeing the results of their request had not increased their trust; but most importantly, through analysing media coverage of FOI requests.  Why did we do that?  Because if you look at the figures on FOI requests you quickly realise that 99% or more of the population never make an FOI request, probably 99.9%.

60.  
So where do they get their information about FOI disclosures?  Answer: from the media.  How do the media report FOI disclosures?  Answer: mostly negatively.  How did we come to that conclusion?  We did a survey of all media stories, based on FOI requests in the national press in the first five years of operation of FOI.  FOI generated, in round numbers, 7,000 stories in the national press in the first five years.  We did a 20% sample of those stories.  We analysed every article.  We asked a whole battery of questions about it.  What subject areas?  Is it in defence?   Is it health?  Is it education?  And so on.  One of the questions we asked towards the end was: having read this newspaper story has your trust in government increased or decreased or has it remained about the same?  On 55% of the stories their trust level had remained about the same, no change.  But on 45% there was an impact on trust, and when you follow through what was the impact 1% of stories led to an increase in trust, 44% led to a decrease.  Perhaps no surprises there because that is as much a tale about media values – Peter Preston is the expert on – where government failures are a more interesting story for the media than government success.  The journalists we interviewed in connection with our project said, “Get real, FOI is part of the wider battle that we wage every day between the government spin doctors on the one side and us, the media critics and attack dogs, on the other.

61.  
In terms of the impact of FOI on local government, there the picture was a bit more mixed because local government – academics in the room will know, and practitioners too probably – is in general trusted more than central government, and our survey of local media use of FOI showed a much more variable picture.  In some local authority areas the local press use FOI often but in others it is never used.  It is also used to find out about a lot of what you might think are non local government issues.  There were lots of good stories about hygiene standards in local restaurants through getting the Environmental Health Inspectors’ reports, but stories about dirty restaurants do not impact negatively on the council.  The requesters that we contacted, who make requests to local authorities, were also more divided.  Some did say it had increased their trust, while others said it had not.

62.  
Finally, our study looking at the impact of FOI on Parliament, year two FOI, in our view had served strongly to decrease trust.  You will all know the reason why.  It was FOI requests that led to the disclosure of MPs’ expenses and triggered the whole MPs’ expenses scandal.  When we looked at media reports of FOI reports made to Parliament, again no surprises here, the media coverage of the MPs’ expenses eclipsed everything else that FOI has disclosed about the workings of Parliament.

63.  
So summing up, in conclusion, do not please misunderstand me.  In the data that I have presented I am not mounting an argument against the introduction of FOI.  My argument is rather that when FOI was introduced I think it was oversold.  The government declared six objectives for FOI: that it would increase transparency, and that it would increase accountability and those were, if you like, the main objectives, the primary objectives.  But the government egged on by FOI advocates went on to say that it hoped that in turn those would lead to four secondary objectives: that FOI would improve the quality of government decision–making; that it would improve government understanding of government; that it would increase public participation; and that it would increase trust.  In the three studies that we have done, we found no evidence that FOI has led to an improvement in those four secondary objectives.  That is not, in my view, necessarily a failure of FOI because FOI in central government, in local government and in parliament has led to a significant increase in transparency and in accountability, which were the two primary objectives.  Thank you.

64.  
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you, very much, Robert.  In the context of what you have just said I am reminded that at the time the Committee was first set up by John Major, in the rhetoric surrounding it explaining what we were going to do, there was a bit about how – as a result of our activities – trust and confidence were going to be improved and measured against that we clearly have failed.
65.  
BERNARD JENKIN:  But that is not a reason for getting rid of you.

66.  
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  I guess if I had to describe what I thought the Committee was doing over the years, though, it is very much responding to one of Baroness O’Neill’s points that she has made on a number of occasions. I think what the Committee’s task is to improve the trustworthiness of public bodies and institutions.  Incidentally, that is what we were trying to do with our report on the funding of political parties, to improve the trustworthiness of the arrangements.

67.  
We now come to the part where we throw it open to discussion.  Mark or Cees, since you are the main components of our Research Panel, and it is our Research Panel that validates the credibility and the respectability of our surveys, if you felt at some point you want to respond to some of the points that have been made to cast doubt on the validity of what you do, please feel free to do that.


68.  
DR MARK PHILP (Chair of CSPL Research Advisory Board):  I think it would probably be sensible to start by opening the floor.  I think the only two things I would say in introduction is that those of you who have read the report, and previous reports of the Committee, will know that the last report was more centred than the others, partly because it was a much smaller survey and not generally centred on MPs.  We have looked at a range of public offices and it is quite important, it seems to me, to get a sense of where the public’s concerns lie.  Insofar as there are differential judgements about different types of public office, it seems to me that that is something that people ought to take into account in the way that they present their work and in the way that they deliberate with the public.

69.  
The other thing I would want to say is that the report is not just about trust.  There is a danger of thinking that trust is always the issue, but it is such a nebulous set of concerns.  We have put very little emphasis on trust as the kind of question that determines or that gives us the answers we want.  We are much more interested in seeing – in the opinion that people have beneath their initial rather, for their most part, unconsidered kind of responses – how far there is a structure of opinion.  That gives us something we can then work with in terms of public information and so on.  It seems to me on the points that Robert Hazell made about freedom of information, one of the problems is when you introduce new kinds of systems they then have knock–on consequences that are very difficult to predict.

70.  
If I had to summarise what people have said I guess what I would say is this.  There are some issues about methodology which we are happy to take; there are issues about when you do research like this how you then present it, and I suspect most people in this room know that when you have done something and you try and present it to the public you have to deal with an interface that is not necessarily the most friendly.  So, there is an issue about how people in public life can get their views across in ways that do not get distorted and then negatively affect people.  There is also a set of issues that Onora O’Neill raised about whether we should be looking at what people think and whether we should be looking at whether or not they are trustworthy.  Clearly, whether or not they are trustworthy raises a whole series of difficulties.  I mean one response to saying, “That is the problem” is to say, “Well, what we need then is more regulation” but, as Onora would say, that is not an answer either.

71.  
I suppose the one thing I would encourage us to think a bit about is that, although it is true that there is a relatively stable set of expectations, we are quite lucky on that.  We are quite lucky that the relatively stable expectations are, for the most part, reasonably favourable in comparison with other countries, for example, in some Eastern European states where the medical profession does not come out on top but is right there down with estate agents and politicians and so on.  But it is not that there is a universal view as to what the standards are, it is that there is actually a much broader variety of judgements out there and that we are here now does not mean we cannot be somewhere else at some stage in the future.  And if we do think it is about enabling citizens to judge better, how are we going to know when they are judging better?  How are we going to know that their expectations of politicians have become more sophisticated and that they think those politicians are meeting those more sophisticated expectations?

72.  
It seems to me that Peter raised a set of questions of trust.  Interestingly, he also raised this issue of local government, which Robert also raised.  So it seems to me there are a lot of things that people can raise from the floor.  If you would like to start, there is a good chance that this works and I will hand it round.

73.  
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Can you say who you are in case we do not recognise you.


74.  
DR JONATHAN ROSE:  By way of full disclosure, I worked with the CSPL on the fourth survey that we are talking about and helped a little bit in the development of the questionnaire and things, so there is a measure of interest there.  I just wondered, with regards to Bernard Jenkin, just to come back on a point that you mentioned.  Firstly, I am extremely grateful that you actually read the research that I and Cees Van der Eijk did on trust and tabloid journalists.  It was not picked up very widely by the media here.  It got reported on Bloomberg but the media in this country were not especially interested.  So I am very grateful that you read that, but you have to bear in mind that that is coming at it at the very height of a scandal.  The research that we tend to do tends to be in much quieter periods.  This was taking it at the apex of that phone hacking scandal and right after the News of the World announced that it would be closed.  So we should not expect that that is a representation of what we would see long term.  We would expect that for a couple of weeks in the middle of this big scandal that things would change and then that they would settle down.  So I would say that the expectation should be that things are probably round about where they were at the fourth report by now.  That what we saw then was somewhat more transient.

75.  
My second point is, yes, we did ask that question on party funding.  I indeed have it.  When we asked in that way people were on the whole fairly favourable to the idea of state funding of parties.  In general, about 40% agreed with it and about 30% disagreed.

76.  
BERNARD JENKIN:  Could you just read out the question?

77.  
DR JONATHAN ROSE:  The entire question.  I have it.  It is somewhat long but I will go through it, “To avoid large donors being able to get favours or influence decisions by Members of Parliament ––”

78.  
BERNARD JENKIN:  (offline comment).
79.  
DR JONATHAN ROSE:  That is the point.  You have just asked for the question straight.


80.  
BERNARD JENKIN:  This is about campaigning, the way you write speeches, the way you steer political arguments is you frame the question in the way you want to get the answer.

81.  
DR JONATHAN ROSE:  But that is not (overspeaking)


82.  
BERNARD JENKIN:  Personally, I am in favour of stopping large donations for political parties.  Actually I think we could all run our parties with much less money and, so long as there is a level playing field, I think we would go with that.  But that means if we are going to stop donations of £10,000 from business and individuals it means stopping donations of £10,000 from trade unions as well, and that is where there is an impasse between the two political parties.  But I think sloshing –– I mean, can you just imagine what would happen if the Chancellor announced in his Budget statement that £40 million was going to be given to political parties, can you imagine in the present circumstances?
83.  
DR JONATHAN ROSE:  £29 million.

84.  
BERNARD JENKIN:  Well, £29 million.  It does not matter.  The public perception is £1 million is a lot of money.  Most of the public do not know the difference between £1 million, £100 million or £1 billion.  It is all a lot of money.


85.  
DR JONATHAN ROSE:  But the way that we asked the question, and sorry I was somewhat interrupted before I finished.


86.  
BERNARD JENKIN:  Sorry, go ahead.

87.  
DR JONATHAN ROSE:  It is long, I am sorry.

88.  
BERNARD JENKIN:  That is okay.

89.  
DR JONATHAN ROSE:  We go on to say, “If state funding replaced donations larger than £10,000 this would amount to a subsidy of approximately 64 pence per year for every registered voter, which would add up to £29 million all together”.  I think when you see it in that context people are much happier to think of it, and I think that is why it was a very fair question to ask because we not only said, “This is £29 million” but also this is 64 pence from me, from you and from everybody else in this room.  Individually, 64 pence is not a lot of money.  I agree, we cannot just possibly ask the question just in that way because then you bias it and people say, “Well, 64 pence is a very small amount of money, fine”.  You have to also tell them it adds up.  But at the same time it is quite a small amount of money.


90.  
BERNARD JENKIN:  I think the real point that arises from this is that you have your view and maybe CSPL has its view on political funding and, therefore, the questions have been framed in that way to advance that particular argument.  Now, you claim that is objective.  I think other people would claim that it is highly subjective, and I think the lesson of this is how could you make your surveys more universally accepted as objective?  I will just give a very brief example.  Everybody thought there was going to be a northeast assembly in the northeast of England.  I commissioned an opinion poll, and all opinion polls were saying, “Oh yes, this assembly seems a good idea”.  I commissioned an opinion poll from YouGov which took people through all the arguments the government was making in favour of the assembly and all the arguments that people might make against the assembly, and there were two samples reversed; half went first with one set and half went with the second set.  By the time they got to the end of the survey a large number of people had changed their view.  So I think if you are going to put arguments into questions, you have to put all the arguments and all the questions and expose all the samples to all the different questions and then see how people have changed their minds once they have been exposed to the arguments, and then I think you get a more objective view of, once you have had an argument about something, what people may feel about it..

91.  
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  If I may say so, that is absolutely the point the Committee takes, which is why we also had focus groups in which you had the opportunity to (overspeaking)

92.  
BERNARD JENKIN:  I would argue that focus groups are very subjective.

93.  
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Focus groups do what you ask them to do. No more no less.

94.  
BERNARD JENKIN:  It depends on how they are run.
95.  
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Focus groups do not produce representative samples but they give you an opportunity to talk to a group of people about things.  The answer to that particular question gives you the answer to that particular question.


96.  
BERNARD JENKIN:  Yes, exactly.

97.  
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  If you were simply to ask a question, “Would you like to give more money to political parties out of public funds?” of course the answer is, “No”.  The particular question we were asking, “Do you think it is worth paying that amount of money if the outcome ––”

98.  
BERNARD JENKIN:  What about my option?  You have not explored my option which is ––

99.  
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Yes, but wait a minute.  


100.  
BERNARD JENKIN:  –– stopping the donations and not giving any taxpayers’ money to political parties.

101.  
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  If having spent 15 months doing the report ––


102. BERNARD JENKIN:  That is our policy.

103. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  –– the Committee thought that it would be possible to do that, and still have sustainable political parties, then that is what we would have recommended, because no one in their right mind would think it was an easy political decision to give more money to political parties. If there is an alternative that is great.  We came to the conclusion after thinking about it for a long time that there was not an alternative.  It was obvious that the kneejerk reaction to the suggestion of giving even a small amount of money to political parties would be adverse to those people who maybe have not thought about what the options are in as much depth as the Committee. The purpose of asking that question was to say, “If you do explain to the public what the choices are do they give you a different answer to the question?”  And the answer to that was ––

104. DR MARK PHILP:  I think I am going to have to move on.

105. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Yes, sorry.


106. DR MARK PHILP:  I will ask Cees to say something towards the end about subjectivity.  I should emphasise that the Research Advisory Board, does not take questions from the Committee.  The Committee says, “We are interested in this problem”, and we try and work out the best way of asking questions about that problem.  It may be that we do not always get that right.  We do engage in an independent activity rather than simply taking questions from you.


107. BERNARD JENKIN:  I have a few, so I am just trying to work this out. 


108. DR SARAH BIRCH (University of Essex):  I would like to invite the panel to consider the question of what can be done to improve confidence in the holders of public office, because I fully agree with Bernard Jenkin that most people are wrong.  Most people actually do not understand that most politicians devote their time to serving the public good, and they have a perception of politicians that actually is not what politicians are doing.  I have done research in this area as well whilst we conducted the surveys, but I think the survey evidence is important.  The people may be wrong; however, the perceptions are important because the perceptions, as was said, contribute to people’s willingness to comply with the law, their willingness to pay their taxes, their willingness to vote in elections.  There is plenty of evidence to suggest that.  There is even some evidence to suggest that perceptions of politicians may have contributed to the disturbances witnessed last August, the riots.  So rather than just burying our heads in the sand and saying, “We are not going to look at the perceptions” I think we can use survey research on perceptions in public life to help understand why people hold these views, and that would in turn help to understand what can be done to change confidence in politicians and other holders of public office.


109. I think one of the really interesting things that has come out of this research is to show that people’s concern is both with how politicians use money and how they use words, and most of the effort so far in the history of regulation in this area has very much been orientated towards dealing with how politicians use money and using regulatory devices to address how politicians use money and to try to get them to use it in a more transparent way or to use a more accountable way.  But this research has shown that people are equally concerned - and my research has shown the exact same thing - with how politicians use words; whether or not they keep their campaign promises; whether or not they give direct answers to questions when they are interviewed by Jeremy Paxman or somebody; whether or not they use spin and so forth.  Then that is a much more difficult question of how you address that and if that is people’s concern, how do you change that perception that politicians are using words in a devious manner?  That is something I would like the panel to consider.  Thank you.


110. DR MARK PHILP:  I will collect a whole series of comments and then invite the panel to comment.

111. ADAM AFRIYIE (Member of Parliament for Windsor):  Thank you very much.  I am the former shadow Minister for Science and Innovation, so I am quite keen on the evidence aspect of some of the research, and for my sins, I was appointed the Chairman of the Members’ Expenses Committee, which has been great fun.


112. I just want to make a couple of observations and then one broad question.  My first observation when I was looking through the research was just that I felt that the respondent was being led, even with the choosing of the £7,500, “Would you feel comfortable with individuals or organisations giving £7,500 or less?” and then the other figure that was chosen was £100,000.  Those are interesting numbers, and I appreciate one has to choose some sort of number, but again, it is quite clear that the order in which questions are asked and the levels which are chosen will generally tend to determine the outcome.  Also, if we are looking to raise the perception of standards in public life, then the survey that was put out does not really deal with other aspects of it, for example, why did we not ask, “Do you feel comfortable with less than 1% of somebody’s wealth being given to a political party?”  They probably would have said, “That is fine”.  If you are a billionaire, that is an awful lot of money.  Again, why did we not have any link between charitable giving from individuals and the amount they give to political parties, and the political parties, as you know, can be miniscule compared to the charitable donations of these bogeymen that people have in the back of their minds that give money to political parties.  So I was just a bit concerned that actually the respondent is being a bit led through these questions, and I appreciate one has to select questions, one has to choose limits, but I just wonder if a few words could be said about why those numbers were chosen and why the other side was not given.


113. The final thing is that I do very much - as I said when you came before our Committee, Christopher - appreciate the work which the Committee on Standards in Public Life does.  I value its existence and I think it should continue, but the general question I have is: is there not also a responsibility from people who chair these organisations, including organisations like IPSA, that actually they have a role in setting those public perceptions?  I read things in the Daily Mail saying that the Chairman cannot even - whether I have quoted you accurately, I am not sure - entertain the idea that somebody will give a large sum of money to a political party for altruistic reasons.  I must admit, I balk at that. 


114. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  That is not what I said.


115. ADAM AFRIYIE:  Okay.  It almost seems to feed the narrative, so I will look forward to a response on that.  So just generally speaking, I just wonder, could the Committee perhaps do a little bit more in trying to give the facts rather than simply sometimes feed clearly the existing perception?


116. MARIE ANDERSON (Deputy Ombudsman for Northern Ireland):  A proponent of FOI, I have to say.  This is a question for Robert Hazell.  Robert, you put forward the research - which was very interesting and we look forward to reading it - on FOI and trust.  I was just wondering whether you actually looked at the response of public authorities to FOI requests and how that impacted on the trust that the citizen has.  I am particularly mindful that the MPs’ expenses battle was quite a battle, but it started life with the Information Commissioner’s office, went to the Information Tribunal and the matter was then tested in the courts.  I think part of trust is also the response of the body concerned to an FOI request and whether you had actually measured it.


117. The second point I would make is this: that FOI was there with the idea of proactive publication of information, and I was wondering how and to what extent you had measured that impact on trust.  Thank you.


118. AMY GOWER (University of Leeds):  Hi, I am Amy Gower.  I am a student at the University of Leeds and I am doing some research on this, so thank you firstly to the panel.  Your views have been really helpful and useful.  I might be a bit cheeky in my questions, but I hope that is all right.  A lot of my research has been about corruption and whether the standards of public officials can be viewed as corrupt, and what has come across is there are not many guidelines on what is considered corrupt and what is not.  In reference to MPs, there is a handbook that MPs get, and there is Erskine May’s very, very thick introduction to what you should do and should not do in Parliament, and I was just wondering if there is any opinion on whether there should be more guidelines for MPs to perhaps avoid this kind of thing.


119. Another question is for Bernard Jenkin, because you mentioned that you think the Committee may not be the best body to measure this, and I was going to ask you if you think the Select Committee, which you are Chairman of, is the best body to ... how do I phrase this?  A government committee looking at how the government acts, and whether you think perhaps the media is the best measure of this.  Thank you.


120. JANE MARTIN (Local government Ombudsman for England):  I would like to build on the point that has been made about the Committee having a role in setting a more positive agenda in building public trust and confidence.  In my own organisation, we generally accept that the general attitudes of the public tend to be informed by the particular, so for us, we constantly struggle and need to do more in defending ourselves against disproportionate accusations of poor standards when a decision made for a complainant of course is not favourable and they do not like that.  I am considering how we can promote a more balanced and accurate view through greater transparency, but I remain worried that a very vocal minority damage our reputation.


121. The second point is I would like to echo Peter Preston’s view on the potential damages of the demolition of the standards agenda at local government level and wonder if there is a role for the Committee in that regard.


122. STUART ALLAN (Standards Commissioner for Scotland):  Just a couple of points, if I may.  The criteria that are set out in the report concentrate either on dealing with performance or personal conduct; you can split them up.  Just to ask about performance, how important that is, is that not really a matter that is ultimately determined in hindsight and at the ballot box and that no amount of personal conduct is going to influence that?


123. The second thing is that all the criteria about personal conduct, they are so intangible, I really wonder to what extent anything useful comes out of asking questions about personal conduct like, for example, “Do you think it is a good idea to take bribes?”  I do not see the value in that at all, to be honest.  If I may be a little parochial about the survey, the survey took a very, very limited analysis in Scotland and in the other devolved jurisdictions, but because the criteria, in my view, do not deal with performance a lot, I think it is important that you should at some stage look at the performance of the devolved MPs, MSPs, MLAs, because these are the people that are delivering the services in the devolved jurisdictions.  MPs have a very limited role in the devolved jurisdictions, and I would be grateful for any of your thoughts on that too, please.


124. ALEX ALLAN (Independent Advisor on Ministers’ Interests):  As Chris said, I have just taken over from Philip Mawer as the Prime Minister’s Independent Advisor on ministerial interests, and I am very conscious of the point that Peter raised.  It arises from the way the office is set up, which is investigations are undertaken at the request of the Prime Minister, and both Philip Mawer and I are appearing before Bernard Jenkin’s Committee at the end of this month, and I am sure this will be one of the issues that gets raised there.


125. Just one other point generally: I was quite struck on the perceptions and trust issues, that an awful lot was made of the MPs’ expenses scandal and everything as being one of the big drivers.  I actually wonder whether the economy may not be another driver that has not really been brought out, and that people’s perceptions of politicians are affected by their economic circumstances and how much they believe that the government is doing enough to deal with that issue.


126. DR MARK PHILP:  Maybe we could collect some responses and then come back to the floor.


127. PROFESSOR CEES VAN DER EIJK:  Do you mind if I try to wrap up a number of things which overlap between different things at the end?


128. DR MARK PHILP:  Yes, fine.


129. BERNARD JENKIN:  Just to respond finally to Jonathan Rose - and well done with your report, it is a substantial piece of work - I think the two things I would say about it is I think there is an argument that CSPL should, I would say, actually commission a variety of different reports from a variety of different commentators, rather than just try to go for one omnibus, and I think that might be a more objective way of doing it.  Actually, there is plenty of research out there that is conducted by other people which you could draw upon, but secondly, I think there was a very monothematic presentation on the Today programme that made my heart sink a bit.  Of course this is an opinion poll of the public and a lot of them know very little about how Parliament works, and of course public standards in Parliament in this country are actually very good.  I appreciate it is up to you how you present this, but I think you cannot expect to give such an interview on such a monothematic doom-mongering tone and not expect a bit of feedback.  I mean that really in a friendly way, because I do know this is an extremely difficult and intractable problem and I think we need to have more dialogue about it.


130. On the question of the use of words, I cannot believe you are going to introduce censorship of what MPs are allowed to say, but I think on the question of the use of words, it ties in with this point about performance.  I cannot believe how badly some MPs are expressing themselves and how badly they are asking questions, and the one thing that has been drilled into me by people who know about these things is not answering the question is the worst thing you can possibly ever do, and yet MPs do it all the time.  I mean, it is just unbelievable.  I have probably done it myself many times.  But we get judged at the ballot box for how good or bad we are and there is lots of this.  Actually, I do believe, I have great faith in the commonsense of the voter, and Christopher referred to that as well.  They can smell a rat and they know when something is wrong and they will vote accordingly, and I think we could be a little bit more relaxed about this.  The ultimate assurance here is that they can chuck out the government that they think is doing badly.


131. I think the FOI stuff is all fantastically interesting, and I think the real problem with FOI is that - as any Minister or official will testify - the legislation is so loosely drafted, they do not actually know where they stand on a great many of these FOI questions.  I do not think that was an excuse for the House of Commons incidentally, but a lot of advice to Ministers is now coming out under FOI, which that was clearly never intended and it is getting to the stage where I would advise the Cabinet Secretary to start just using the exemption, to stop things being released, because it is such a movable feast.  You do not know where the courts are going to take us on this and I think there is a strong argument for clarifying FOI.  The Standards Board for England and local government, it really was a big sledgehammer to crack a rather small nut, and it really was dumbing up decision-making and it was being used vexatiously, every local authority had vexatious complaints to the Standards Board and something had to be done about it.  We may not have got the answer right, but it could not go on like that, and the rules for councillors make MPs look like complete libertines in terms of the way we deal with conflicts of interest.  They were so draconian, if a councillor expressed an opinion on a planning application, they then could not vote on it, so if you have got a planning application in your area, you cannot say anything about it if you want to vote on it.  Some of these rules are absolutely ludicrous and would never apply to MPs in such a circumstance.  I agree with the difference between performance and personal conduct.


132. Finally, Alex, my Committee did actually recommend that your office in the previous Parliament should be an independent office and you should be able to initiate your own inquiries.  Personally, I think that would be a very radical step, but something has got to be done.  It should be much easier for the Cabinet Secretary to say to the Prime Minister, “Sorry, if you want some advice on this, his office is down there.  You ought to go and ask him” and it should not take 3 months to produce a report, it should take 24 hours or 48 hours for you to say if there is a prima facie case to answer and you need to do a proper investigation, at which point I expect the Minister would resign - rather as he did in this case - so I think there is a way of dealing with that, so you actually get some work to do for the onerous responsibility you have taken on.


133. PETER PRESTON:  Three things: firstly, when Bernard talks about the presentation of this report today, he goes on 25 seconds later to say that he trusts the commonsense of the great British public, and I do not think you can have that both ways so easily.  If the people out there, the voters, are that sensible, they are not going to be swayed by 3½ minutes of John Humphrys or the normal sort of Today questions.  So let us be a little bit calmer about that.


134. Secondly, on FOI disclosures, where the national process is clearly under pressure, in the real world out there somewhere, we assume in the press that if there is good news or a good story to tell about the workings of government in any form, you will find Steve Hilton or Alistair Campbell or whoever whizzing around like stink making sure that that gets out absolutely at the right time in the right way.  Therefore, it is not too surprising that most of the FOI requests are looking for things which have not been released, not been promulgated, and people clearly do not want to have out there in the world.  Does that mean that FOI is a bad idea?  No, FOI is a fantastically good idea, and if a majority of the stories are negative or deemed negative, then what on earth do you expect?  It is, in my view, a bit of a nullity.


135. In terms of MPs’ expenses, a good example of this, it was - as was rightly said - a battle to get it out.  Heather Brooke and others played a notable role in all of this, but FOI was very important to it, and if the virtues of FOI, as cited, are accountability and transparency, I do not think you can put MPs’ expenses to one side and say, “This just goes to show that it is not working or not useful”, absolutely to the contrary.


136. Finally, on local government rules, regulations, enforcement, compliance, all of those things, the new rules for local government came from this Committee, from reports delivered here, and were implemented largely on the basis, I would say cynically, that MPs do not mind implementing draconian rules for people apart from themselves, but anyway, there we are.  The rules may or may not be too fierce, the standards may or may not be too rigorous, but there is something, in my view, symbolic about all of this.  This is a rolling back some years later of the whole approach to solving the problem, if any, of standards in public life.  It says we must address these by having careful reports, by setting standards, by having guidelines, by implementing them, by making sure that the guidelines are enforced, all of those things.  If a little bit later on we decide this is all a bit too much of an effort or it is causing a lot of problems or needs to be looked at, it ought to be, at the very least, an open and proper debate.


137. Just to take Lord Leveson, who is constantly on my mind at the moment, saying that we have had two Royal Commissions on standards in the press since the war, and the one thing he wants to avoid happening is rules being promulgated and then five or ten years later something going wrong and it all going back.  That may or may not be true in terms of the press, which is, I am afraid, moving in such a rapid and digital way that I do not think there is ever going to be a lasting solution to freedom of expression in that context, but in terms of standards in public life, the answer is there is either an answer or there is not, but if the pattern is to promulgate things which must be done and then five or six or seven years later to slide back from them or repeal them in this manner or means or relax them here or there, are we sure that that is not a denial of the whole process and the whole way of addressing it, because it could well be, and I think that is what needs to be watched.  Are we in slippery slope terms, cliché terms, at the beginning of a sliding back or are we being more fine-tuned in how we are looking at things?


138. BARONESS O’NEILL:  Yes.  Well, we have had some extraordinarily large questions which I will probably have to duck, which are, “How do you get politicians to use words better?”  One might think that there is something wrong about an adversarial political culture, but I will just throw out a thought, that stopping media training having such an influence on how they think they have to do it might be quite salutary.  I believe that those people who speak rather bluntly and plainly, as it were, strike a chord with other people and they listen to them, as opposed to switching them off, and I do not think that all politicians realise how readily people switch them off because of the tone being so unpleasant.  So that would be just one aspect of using words better.


139. How do you get perceptions more accurate?  That seems to be a really important question.  It is extremely unfortunate if we have set up mechanisms that systemically exaggerate the extent of corruption and malfeasance in our public culture and generalise from the egregious and terrible cases, but they are relatively few, in my estimation.  I think it is quite salutary to think about the number of countries where there is regular, extensive deep corruption in the civil service, in the military, in all forms of government procurement and on and on and on.  We have got something pretty important.  “Was transparency the remedy?” would be a good question, in my view.  I think perhaps we ought to get a little bit more sober about transparency.  Transparency is an antidote to secrecy.  Good communication is not just a matter of not being secretive.  We have gone on banging the drum about transparency, which encourages forms of quasi-communication and actually discourages honest communication if people know that their working papers, in spite of what is said, are going to be revealed, and I suspect this goes for the media as well as for civil servants.  Of course they will write economically, in code, they will do it by telephone and in snatched conversations.  People are telling me all the time that the quality of minuting is going down and down and down because of an atmosphere of intimidation.


140. Finally, as I am sure you all know, there is a ten-year review of the Freedom of Information legislation.  I am sorry to say, but perhaps you all know this too, that the consultation ends on 3 February.  I am also sorry to say that before that consultation is done, there is a further extension of Freedom of Information going through in the Protection of Freedoms Bill now in Committee Stage in the Lords.  It looks small; I think it is large and probably not at all well-drafted.  I think we need to think this way: how much trust do we have in the implementation of the Freedom of Information exemptions and safeguards?  Is that working well?  If it is not working well, I believe it will be quite corrupting of our public culture.


141. PROFESSOR ROBERT HAZELL:  Three points, if I may, first on FOI.  Marie Anderson from Northern Ireland asked me whether the response of public authorities to FOI requests made a difference.  Yes, of course it does.  A negative, defensive response does not help, especially if eventually the information is disclosed through a forced disclosure, and the MPs’ expenses saga is a classic example of how not to handle a response to FOI requests, and just contrast how the Scottish Parliament, faced with similar legislation that came into force at the same time, handled the disclosure of MSPs’ expenses through proactive publication, by contrast with Westminster’s approach.


142. It leads me into your second point about proactive publication.  You are right, FOI has led to the routine publication of much more information by most public authorities, but it is naïve, I think, to suppose that more proactive publication might eliminate or even reduce the need for FOI requests, because the difficulty of public authorities is guessing what FOI requesters might be interested in.  Take one nice example: the Ministry of Defence.  Where do most requests go?  Are they about the war in Afghanistan?  Are they about Iraq?  Are they about mothballing aircraft carriers?  Anyone know the answer?  It is UFOs.  Very sensibly, the MoD actually does proactively publish the reports of UFO sightings, because they got so fed up with answering; they just update it from time-to-time.


143. Responding, if I may, to two points from the panel, both of them very important, the question was raised of whether FOI has had a chilling effect, in that it leads people either not to record things at all or to record them in a less frank and full way.  In all our studies, we really tried very hard to get to the bottom of this, and everyone we interviewed we interviewed about whether they had experience of the chilling effect, and if they said yes, there had been a chilling effect, we then asked them to give us examples from their own direct experience.  I think there is a risk of this becoming a Whitehall myth.  I have studied the operation of FOI in other countries in my Whitehall days.  I spent a year studying the introduction of FOI in Australia and Canada and New Zealand in the mid-1980s.  They all introduced FOI in 1982.  At that time, I got very interested in this as well, because it was a very real concern, and in those countries, people said, “Of course there has been a chilling effect, because now we put so much more on a Post-it note that we stick on top of the file”.  It happened that when I was there, it was the year that Post-its had become a bit of new office technology, and lots of people use Post-its notes, we all know they are very handy.  I would not myself attribute the use to Post-it notes to the introduction of FOI.  Similarly, we found no strong or direct evidence that FOI had had a chilling effect.  That is not to say that there has not been a reduction in the quality of record-keeping.  I think there has, but that is a separate and much longer story in terms of the decline of record-keeping that Chris and I know very well from being in Whitehall over the last 20, 30 years.  There has been a very serious decline in the quality of Whitehall records and others in the room like John Lyon and Alex Allan with long public service might like to come in on this, but the reasons are to do with the reduction in the registry function, in departmental note takers and again in a very big change in office technology, in moving from paper files, which were a repository, to email and everything else.


144. On Bernard’s point about policy advice, as it happens - and this is a personal view - I think the Information Commissioner has gone too far in some of his key rulings, particularly in ordering disclosure of Cabinet minutes and I thought he made a serious misjudgement in honouring disclosure of the Cabinet minutes about the discussion before we went to war in Iraq.  I have long argued that there should be a specific class exemption for Cabinet papers, including submissions to Cabinet Committees and the records of Cabinet Committees and briefing notes for Ministers attending meetings with Cabinet.  I think those should all be protected by a blanket exemption.


145. Lastly, none of us has tried to respond to Sarah Birch’s question about what politicians might do to try to increase public trust, and I think that is a really hard one, because I think there is this huge disjunction between what the public want politicians to be, and putting it terribly simplistically, one thing they want politicians to be is, as it were, people like us, people who go down the pub, who watch soap operas, who eat fish and chips, and so Tony Blair was a wonderful observer of this art form, pretending to be.  But in terms of the work that politicians do at Westminster, scrutinising legislation in grinding detail, the work that Bernard’s Select Committee and all the other Select Committees do, scrutinising the work of all the government departments, I am afraid - and I throw this open to the room for better ideas than mine - I feel very pessimistic about that.  I am not sure that the public will ever understand that hugely important side of what parliamentarians do.


146. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  I just have four quick points.  One is just to respond to one of the questions from the front.  I do not think MPs actually require more guidance.  I think there is quite enough guidance.  I think the issue is much more - I mean not for MPs, but generally for public life - about culture and leadership than it is about writing down guidance, although I do think that codes have a point.


147. Secondly, Bernard, you and Adam both raised points about methodology and I think you deserve an answer.  I think we ought to provide it to you outside this meeting. I also continue to believe that it is important for the Committee not to assume that we know what the public thinks about things, but actually ask them what they think about things.  Of course you get the answers to the questions you ask and therefore questions have to be carefully phrased, which is why we have a research panel to keep us on the straight and narrow, and incidentally, it is precisely because there are good ways and bad ways of asking questions that we continue to have our own surveys rather than simply rely on all the other surveys that there are around, none of which have the advantage of the continuity that we now have for our survey.  But I am very conscious of the question of costs which you referred to in passing, and we have reduced it quite considerably.


148. I think what has happened to local standards is a very good example of what can go wrong in this area. I think Peter pointed out, the regime which is just being abolished resulted from a report made by our predecessors on the Committee. But it was not our regime that was introduced, it was actually something that went well beyond what the Committee had recommended and was quite clearly over-engineered. That is one of the risks of this area.  If you do not anticipate things before they happen, what you get is a scandal, and then what you get is a response to a scandal which goes over the top. Then a little while later, people have forgotten the genesis of those things, and are more conscious of the difficulties created.  There were numerous difficulties about the previous regime, but the response has been to more or less abolish the whole thing, and that seems to me to be just as big a mistake as the over-engineering that went into it.


149. ELIZABETH HALL (Standards for England):  As a member of that body, can I endorse what you have just said?


150. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Yes, thank you.  I think we will regret it.


151. ELIZABETH HALL:  I have a vested interest, because my term of appointment is about to end.


152. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  I think that in three or four years’ time, we will find ourselves back in the position of reintroducing some sort of a standards regime, and I hope when we do that that it is not over-engineered again.  I would also add to that the Committee was extremely active in trying to make these points. Even though we did not have a brief for Standards for England, although actually I think Standards for England had already been reformed some years previously, there were some important bits of the regime which needed to be hung on to.  Could we get Peter’s colleagues, could we get Parliament, could we get anybody to be interested in this issue, which seems to me a very major point?  The answer was no despite the number of press notices we put out, the number of journalists I spoke to, no interest at all, and it was very much last gasp stuff.


153. Then finally, I think you challenged me in your comments on a very short interview on the Today programme.  There is an underlying point: do I not feel that the Committee - and me in particular, as usually the spokesman of the Committee - have a responsibility for saying, “Well, I think standards are high” and the answer to that is yes, of course.  Is it used?  “The Chairman of the Committee on Standards in Public Life says standards are high.”  Is that going to be reported?  Answer: no.  I make no apologies at all for making the points I wanted to make on a very short interview on the Today programme, rather than all the other points you would have wanted me to have made, which would have lost entirely the opportunity I had to make the points that I want to make.  But I do have a responsibility, and that is one reason why I hope you have noticed that unlike my predecessor, I very rarely comment on individual cases.  He normally comments, because when I refuse to do so, the press will go to him to ask him the question.  

154. Just one final point, if I may. I believe it to be true that standards are better now than when the Committee was set up, and I believe it to be true that standards are higher in this country than they are in a lot of other countries, my confidence can be shaken.  It was shaken by the extent of what was happening in the House of Commons about expenses, even though I understand exactly how it came about.  It was shaken again while we were going through the inquiry into the funding of political parties. The only person who was prepared to give public evidence to say that actually of course decisions were influenced by donations, although not necessarily in an explicit way, was Geoff Mulligan.  But there were a number of people who were prepared, off the record, to say, “Well, of course that decision was affected by that donation happening or the fear that that donation would not happen” and it did, to some extent, shake confidence.


155. DR MARK PHILP:  Just to respond to your two points, it seemed to me that first about the devolved jurisdictions, we did include them in 2008 and in 2006.  In 2008 there was evidence from that, and we are interested in looking at those areas.  This round, we have a limited brief and it seems to me we should be going back to that.  But on the distinction you drew between personal conduct and performance, I wonder if you could not redraw that distinction in terms of output and process?  It seems to me one of the things that this political system and the public in this political system recognise is that there is a difference between output and process.  The public do believe there is a difference between output and process.  In some countries, they do not really think it matters.  There is a survey that was done recently in several Mediterranean countries and people are quite happy to break the process in order to produce the output.  In this country, I do not think we are prepared to accept that people can break the process in order to produce the output.  In many respects, that is the distinction we are aiming for, rather than the kind of personal conduct versus the output.  So if we can have a further quick brief round of questions.


156. MARGARET BECKETT MP:  Thank you.  Just a couple of things, if I may, just on FOI.  Yes, I think people have tried to do things proactively with perhaps, you may say, varying degrees of success, but I think the important thing about FOI is to get the balance right so that it does not gum up the works.  I have a very vivid memory as a new attendee of the Foreign Affairs Council of the European Union.  Because of all this thing about, “Transparency is great and freedom of information is great, and we must all be seen to sign up to it” the Council was on the brink of taking a decision that all the decision-making and legislative Councils of the EU should conduct all of their business in public, all negotiations, all papers which set the framework, and as one of the only few around the table who had actually served on a negotiating and legislation-making Council and had done so for about nine years, I pointed out that this probably meant that the EU would either never take another decision or that no decisions would be taken in the Council, they would all be taken behind the scenes and you would have even less information than you had before.  But what really struck me, and what I think is a consistent concern sometimes in these issues, is that the Foreign Affairs Council does not discuss any sensitive issue in public.  We have lunch.  Every time the Council meets, anything delicate is reserved for over lunch, so the standards they were proposing to set are standards which do not apply to them at all, which I thought was interesting.


157. What I particularly wanted to say though was to say how interested I was and how much I agree with much of what Lady O’Neill was saying, particularly the thing about whether perceptions are accurate and what we can do, and I know this is the concern all the time, “How do we get more accurate information?  How do we get the accurate information published?”  I am reminded of Alistair Darling’s advice to colleagues around the table on the occasion when he told us he was going to introduce the new top rate of tax, which was, bear in mind, that pretty well everyone who is likely to interview you immediately after this announcement is likely to be paying this tax, and certainly one of the things I would like to see is much greater information about actually the circumstances of those who are asking these questions and framing it, and I realise that will be probably thought horrendous by some, but I am very mindful.  I shadowed Social Security for five years, during which it was being continually cut.  A report was produced about housing benefit, which was then, as now, a huge problem and the only questions at the press conference were about mortgages and big mortgages, which was of no relevance whatsoever to the thrust of the report.


158. But the main thing that I wanted to just flag up as a bit of a worry to me is yes, perception is important and it is important to study perception and to do it in a way that is tracking it and so on, and it is important to get it more accurate if we can, but what does sometimes concern me is the degree to which the decisions that we make and what we actually decide to do is based on perception rather than reality, especially when sometimes we know that it is more perception than reality, and yet still we respond to what we understand or see to be perception.  I give you again one concrete example.  When the mayoralty of London was first contested, there were four candidates in the field.  Three of them were Members of Parliament.  They were required to report in full all donations to their campaign because they were Members of Parliament.  That register is about influencing people’s behaviour as Members of Parliament, but whoever was elected was not going to be a Member of Parliament anymore, so it did not seem to me to be particularly relevant to how they behaved as MPs; but secondly, there were four candidates in the field.  The fourth candidate did not have to report anything to anybody, and that is what I mean when I say to what degree do we reflect perception in what we do as opposed to not ignoring it?

159. TIM MILLER (Parliamentary and Health Ombudsman):  Picking up on Bernard’s well made point about challenging perceptions, there is a real difficulty in terms of that information gap that exists that there are organisations like us as Ombudsman Regulators whose job it is, in effect, to deal with issues when things have gone wrong and, therefore, we build up a great body of evidence of when there are problems that are going to impact on people’s perceptions of public services and public officials.  What is not so easy is to gather that information about when things go really well, when public services are providing a great service, when public officials are doing exactly what they are there to do.  To give an example, when we published our report last year on the care of older people, one of the criticisms was that we were not presenting examples of when there was really good treatment and the simple reason is we do not have that evidence because there is not a structure to get that evidence to us and I think that provides a real challenge for all of us that are trying to raise standards to actually pull upon that evidence; not just changing things that have gone wrong but actually using things that have gone well as best practice and trying to bring that across much more.


160. DAVID HINE (University of Oxford):  I am struck in this debate by the uncertainty that seems to still be here about what we really know about trust.  I am struck by the fact that there is a real assertive, very firmly but, in fact, there have not been major long-term changes in trust and I would quite like to hear a little bit more about that because it does seem to me that much of the public debate that we have had, for example, in Mr Afriyie’s Committee, there was quite a lot of vigorous discussion about short-term changes in public trust and whether it had contributed or not contributed to reaffirming public trust.  Similar questions were raised in the Public Accounts Committee hearings and certainly this morning, we have had a lot of very significant neurosis about who affects short-term changes in public trust.


161. My reading of what the report is saying is that, in fact, is not that concerned about short-term changes in public trust even though I suspect for public interest’s sake, it probably has to comment on those sorts of things.  I must say I would be tremendously worried if public organisations started to spend a lot of time looking at these sorts of short-term changes because I suspect they are affected by all sorts of factors which are not of significance, certainly not controllable or manageable by the public authorities.  That actually raises a further point I have about the debate.  I think we are rather schizophrenic about whether we really are worried about a decline in public trust as opposed, as Baroness O’Neill said, to any change in the trust worthiness of office holders.  To some extent, democracy is organised distrust and political cultures vary a great deal.  One reason I think the research suspects that the United States is done with the United Kingdom is not so much that we have an adversarial culture as to do with the fact that the American culture is built on organised distrust and it has absolutely no qualms, and has done so for a much longer period than we have with our 20‑year march through the institutions of public trust.  It is much shorter than that in the United States where there is not that much worry about whether people distrust public office holders.  There is a great deal of worry about whether they are trustworthy people and there is an enormous amount of worry about whether there are institutions in place to do that.  There is a very significant recognition; it is well known to people in the business that the more institutions you put in place, the more likely it is that the focus of public discussion will be on valance issues and, therefore, on questions which are to do with what we feel about office holders.  Some people would say – I think a lot of Americans would say – there is nothing very unhealthy about rather low levels of trust of this type; we should not worry too much about it.  That may be the basis of Baroness O’Neill’s claim that nothing much has changed.  My own feeling is that it actually has changed.  One of the things that has happened is that the UK has repositioned itself vis-à-vis other countries.  It does not show up in transparency indices and things like that but it does show up in some other areas, I suspect, just because we have been through a debate that most Continental European countries, including the ones that have had tremendous corruption scandals, have not been through.


162. We have built an enormous range of public institutions over the last 20 years.  One of the things we ought to be thinking about a bit more, although I do not quite know how we are going to handle it and I am not sure whether public opinion probably would make any contribution to this, is to kind of reconstruct the narrative of what has happened really since the sleaze area of 1994 and the first establishment of the Committee and then the Committee’s recommendation about all the things that all public bodies should have and all the agencies which have been set up and the way in which this has affected public debate.  I suspect it is much the biggest contribution to changes in what we rather euphemistically call public trust but we do not really have a firm handle on it.  We are not absolutely sure how much we ought to worry about declining trust.  My own feeling is, at the same time, probably the UK has repositioned itself in that public office does not hold us, once having not really understood the rules and the public has not been fairly over optimistic about their honesty, I suspect they are very honest with one or two glaring exceptions and even those are happily being addressed.


163. JOHN LYON (Commissioner for Parliamentary Standards):  I am going to fall into the temptation, I am afraid, that Robert Hazell offered, being the Victor Meldrew about records and to give you some sort of explanation.  I will then talk a little bit in answer to your question about codes and guides which is, as it were, my current responsibility.  Where I started, there were carbon papers, no photocopies.  You could not get more than four sheets out of one document.  There was one file.  There was a long hierarchy.  It went from one to the other in a straight line and everybody put in their learned comments and they were there for the record.  In those days, it was easy to keep records.  The irony is that as we have more and more records because the whole system has changed, we have less and less recordkeeping.  I wonder whether it is a bit like the Internet; the regulators around here spend their time trying to get us into shape, get us into regulation, and let us keep all these records.  I suspect it is a hopeless quest and we ought to relax a bit and leave it to the historians to stumble across those records and then work elegantly and informatively on their next books.


164. Let me deal with the important question that you raised.  Although I think Members here, in fact, most of us would say, “If you do not know what corruption is, then you really should not be a Member of Parliament”.  A bit blunt and I have no doubt that Members do know what corruption is.  Uncharacteristically this morning, I agree with the Chairman that I do not think that Members need more guidance, I do not think they need more codes.  I think they do need a code and I hope the House of Commons will shortly be considering the codes the Committee on Standards and Privileges has now published; I report to this Committee.  I think they need a code for two reasons.  One is the one that Professor van der Eijk raised, which is: was it a clarity effect?  I think people need to know what those, as it were, at top of our tree, actually sign up to and that, rather like the Nolan Principles, has, I hope, an effect on the rest of public life and those in public life, so is there a clarity effect?  I think that is particularly important as the assumption that we all have common values, we all agree on the same things, surely we all know, I think that is moving and it has been changing for some time and we need to recognise that and we need to recognise that by saying, “Yes, of course we all know what that is but we need to set it out.  We need to make the statement” but the statement, in my judgement and I have argued this in my memorandum to the report, needs to be principled based and not rules based.  You could argue, and I will not go into details, that some of the problems with expenses was it was rules based and not principles based.  So clear principles that then we leave the member to form their own judgement on and then be accountable and ask for a fully heard judgement incidentally, is, in my judgement, the way to go with a code.


165. Today, I am publishing a review of the guide to the rules for the Code of Conduct which I hope members here know covers the rules on registration, declaration and lobbying.  One of the things I am trying to do with that, if colleagues agree, is to make it shorter.  I am taking 25% out of the length of that document and to make it clearer so that members and frankly, their staff, are able to use it more as a work of reference than as a work of an edition.  So I hope everyone here will go to my webpage and you have three months to respond to that consultation.  Thank you.


166. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Are there any other people who would like to raise a question?  We probably ought to begin to wrap up.


167. PROFESSOR PAUL HEYWOOD (University of Nottingham):  I will keep this extremely brief in the interests of allowing things to wrap up.  Could I just ask Members of the Panel to reflect and comment, if they would, on whether there is a view that there has been a decline in what has traditionally been termed, “a public service ethos” in the UK?  A public service ethos which the UK has traditionally been very highly regarded, not least by itself, and if there has been such a decline, what has prompted it and might it be reflected in public perceptions of the standards in public life?


168. PROFESSOR CEES VAN DER EIJK:  I will decline to answer on the last question.  I am too briefly in the UK to think there might be such a matter in this respect.  I would be able to give an answer about other countries but not about the UK.


169. There have been so many points raised that it is impossible to address all of them and it makes it easy because I can then pick and choose.  So I will do that to the best of my ability to pick out a number of things which I think are deserving of some comment.  One is, and that relates to a number of indirect comments and direct comments from you with respect to corruption; I think it is important to make a distinction, a conceptual distinction between what standards in public life are and what corruption is; just like there is a distinction between war and peace.  The absence of conflict in the form of armed conflict and grenades flying and all of that is not peace and when we talk about the absence of corruption, that does not yet mean that everybody lives up to high standards of public office.  So we are talking about a somewhat different part of, if you what to call it, the spectrum, but really a totally different part of the spectrum and I think that is important to keep in mind.


170. Secondly, we talked about a lot of things amongst which was surveys.  Surveys are only one part of a large repertoire of ways in which we can get empirical information and I would not, in any way, shape or form, like to rarefy this single instrument at the expense of all kinds of other things.  They help in acquiring empirical information which has to be compared with or contrasted with or joined with information from other forms of empirical nature, not necessarily by asking citizens about that.  Some of the comments have a bit overemphasised as if the only thing that CSPL does is conduct surveys or as if the surveys are only looking at the survey response without taking into consideration external information which helps to validate as well as interpret what comes out of those surveys.


171. Then yes, to some extent, in answer to Baroness O’Neill’s question like what it measures are just general attitudes.  It is not just; just in the diminutive form, no.  There are important general attitudes and perceptions.  People operate not on the basis of how the world actually is.  People operate, behave, and react on the basis of how they think the world is.  How they think that the world is maybe incorrect but it does not take away its foundational nature for directing human behaviour and, therefore, we may bemoan that we think that sometimes perceptions are incorrect or overstated or biased or whatever, but it would be foolish to not take a good look at them and just general attitudes, I do not think it is just.  There are very important general attitudes which erect, for instance, perceptual screens which erect selective exposure.  Do we listen at all to somebody who we do not know personally but who has been advertised in a certain professional role, say an MP?  Do we listen at all or we do start out, we do not know that person, so it is not a matter of individual trust worthiness but we only know that that person is an MP and we already switch off because we know that MPs cannot be trusted?  That is the relevance because that means whether or not communication from say the political realm by way of MPs, government ministers etc does reach at all somebody and there, in that domain and in that question, matters of general attitudes are very important and more than of marginal importance and more than, “Oh, we already have seen that”.  That also means, back to Bernard Jenkin’s comment, that the service do not accurately reflect what actually goes on in Westminster Village.  I am actually certain that they do not; certainly not.  They were not meant to.  If we want to know what goes on in the Westminster Village, we go to Westminster Village and we observe things there; we ask people there and all things.  We do not ask the general public but it does not mean that the general public perception of what goes on in Westminster Village is not important, at least in a democracy.  So I think that many of these perceptions are undoubtedly biased, overstated, incorrect, ill informed and all of that but what we do know is that these are not random answers.  These are patterned, structured answers and that is not so much to be seen from a report which only for question by question says how many people say this and how people say that, but that shows particularly if you look at patterns of answers across various of these questions and then we see that these are indeed well established sets of perceptions and, therefore, not something as ephemeral as being suggested.


172. Thank you, Chris, for suggesting that there are a number of things with respect to server methodology we do not necessarily have to finalise here.  It was said by several people, the ballot box is the ultimate arbiter of how well and how poorly standards are; no, they are not.  Ballot boxes are being used everywhere, even where standards are low, generally low, even when standards are generally high, even where standards are absent and rampant corruption is available, ballot boxes are there and they make a decision.  Some people are thrown out and others are not.  That does not mean that the person whose is not thrown out is above reproach and it does not even mean that the person who is thrown out or not elected is a person of low standards of conduct.  So, in that respect, it is a different item.  Yes, indeed, the ballot box is invaluable for all kinds of other things but not in any way, shape or form to reflect upon or to reflect definitively on matters of standards in public life.


173. PROFESSOR ROBERT HAZELL:  FOI and has it caused a chilling effect.  I only gave part of the answer when talking about departmental records.  I should also have mentioned leaks.  From the research that we did, we concluded that fear of leaks is a much more important cause of a chilling effect than FOI.  Leaks have a much more adverse impact on the conduct of public business, I think, than does FOI.  Let me give one example.  You will all remember John Major’s famous complaint against the bastards in his cabinet, whoever were sceptics and in his cabinet, and this was ten years before the introduction of FOI, the EU and European matters became non-discussable for fear of leaks and clearly, that was a very serious defect in the quality of collective discussion in that government.


174. We were asked if there has been a decline in the public service ethos.  I think probably there has for two possibly unexpected reasons.  One, the opening up of the senior civil service to open competition, and I cannot remember the exact figures but I think it is between one-third and one-quarter of successful applicants come from outside Whitehall including many from the private sector.  By definition, they have no previous background in the public service or understanding of the public service ethos.  Secondly, targeting and all of that.  Officials pursue their own departmental objectives, now their own business plans and they have much less time for pursuing the wider, collective objectives of government which, for me, is a very important part of the public service ethos.


175. BERNARD JENKIN:  On the local government question; I would be surprised if the Chairman of the Committee on Standards in Public Life wrote to the Local Government Select Committee and said that as a matter of urgency, you think new standards’ arrangements in local government should be a matter of concern to them and you are advising them, as Chairman, to have a look at it.  I think they would find that quite difficult to ignore and that might be a route.  Briefly another point.  The declining public service ethos; I think if trust is difficult, this is very difficult.  I am going to say something horribly relativist and very non-conservative, which is that I think public service values change.  I think there are some immutables about truth.  The ones you mentioned in your interview, using money wisely and being truthful and saying what you mean and all that sort of thing, but I think it is very difficult to measure, but the most important question I think that we come back to is what can politicians or what can we do to increase public trust?


176. I just want to end on an optimistic note.  The Hansard Society tracked that incredible degree of ignorance which, incidentally, in the United States of America, does not exist to the same extent and the BBC will tell you if they go and Vox pop downtown, mid-Western town about the Presidential elections, they will get lots of people fully engaged in what is going on.  You cannot do that in Newcastle.  You just get shrugs and people turning back to their beers and I think it is this degree of lack of public engagement and the answer is citizenship education in schools and there is evidence that it is beginning to work and I think we need to beef up our education centre in parliament; we need to make sure that every child during their period at school pays a visit to Parliament; we excite some interest of what goes on in that great palace over there so it does not seem to be something that has nothing to do with them.  I think, over a period of a generation, if we can increase the engagement, it is not about brainwashing, it is just about increasing engagement; I think that is what we can do actually and it might improve the understanding but I have no illusions.  We are not going to go rocketing in the opinion polls as people to let your daughter go out with or trust your money with.  I do not think that is going to happen overnight.


177. DR MARK PHILIP:  I think it is quite important to be more trusting of us politicians more generally than that.


178. BERNARD JENKIN:  Do you think so?

179. DR MARK PHILIP:  The evidence suggests we have not lost them yet.


180. BERNARD JENKIN:  That is encouraging.


181. BARONESS O’NEILL:  First of all, how much do we know about trust in the past?  It is interesting; there are a number of historians in a number of countries have taken up that question.  In this country, Geoffrey Hosking; in Germany, Utta Frayed.  I think it is an important question and the answer they seem to be getting is that we know a great deal about periods in which it is evident that trust was declining, for example, the Nazi period in Germany and then we have huge blanks.  We know relatively little about periods in which it looks as though public trust in the institutions was increasing like Ardenar, Germany; just look at the relative publication.  So it is a very patchy record of past trust.  On why I persist in saying trustworthiness matters more than trust, it is not that I am dismissive about generic attitudes.  I take them seriously.  I know why people study them.  I see their commercial and electoral importance but as a matter of fact, both misplaced trust and misplaced mistrust are highly expensive to those who misplace them, so it is because the targeting of trust matters that I think the judgement of trustworthiness is absolutely key, and I do not rescind from that.

182. PETER PRESTON:  I remember what I said to Lord Nolan a long time ago about the cash for questions’ matter.  I said that I knew about life.  I had knocked around as a journalist even then for a very long time and I was genuinely personally shocked by what I discovered.  Let me say again; personally I was shocked by what came out from The Telegraph about MPs’ expenses.  I was shocked a few months ago when the third Metropolitan Commissioner disappeared down a hole after taking £12,000 from charities which was never referred to.  I would have died, as an editor of a newspaper, if I had been found taking £12,000 in that circumstance.  It just stinks and if I am looking at the level of corruption, trust, trustworthiness, all of those things today, then let me cite the Transport Select Committee report from two or three days ago about the situation in which car insurance premiums go up.  Why is that?  Because hospitals are feeding news to insurance companies with tick box medical operations along the side and whiplashing injuries have gone up to, it was estimated by the Committee, 2 billion a year on an exponential claim.  Now, a lot of that, as Jack Straw rightly said, is a racket and let us not get too hyped on the incorruptibility of British public life.  If a racket on that scale is operating and only revealed after a long time, not by newspapers, God bless us, but by the Transport Select Committee, so this is being nice to MPs but we must not be complacent.  It is easy to sit here in our suits looking as though things have been achieved.  The price of actually being trustworthy is eternal vigilance.


183. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you, Peter.  That is a very good point on which to end.  I have just a slightly more optimistic one.  My answer to the question has the public sector ethos declined would be no.  I think it has certainly declined in some respects, that is to say people who are in the public sector now do not behave in the way that they used to behave when I was a young man a very long time ago. But I think in a number of other aspects throughout the public sector, even though there is still an enormous way to go, the notion that actually the customer matters, the individual matters, has now much more traction than it ever did 30 years ago.  You can see that; despite all the difficulties, in the Health Service, you can see it in some government departments and so on.  I think that is a very important change.


184. The only other thing is to say thank you very much.  This has been more stimulating than I had expected but extremely interesting.  There will be a transcript of the proceedings which we will put up on our website in the normal way. So it is just for me to say thank you very much to Peter Preston, Baroness O’Neill, Bernard Jenkin and Robert Hazell and, of course, Cees and Mark, and to you for joining in and making this an occasion for which the Committee, some of the members of which are sitting here will take note and learn.  Thank you very much.
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