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The Public Administration Select Committee

The Public Administration Select Committee is appointed by the House of
Commons to examine the reports of the Parliamentary Commissioner for
Administration, of the Health Service Commissioners for England, Scotland and
Wales and of the Parliamentary Ombudsman for Northern Ireland, which are
laid before this House, and matters in connection therewith and to consider
matters relating to the quality and standards of administration provided by civil
service departments, and other matters relating to the civil service.

Current membership

Dr Tony Wright MP (Labour, Cannock Chase) (Chairman)
Mr David Burrowes MP (Conservative, Enfield Southgate)
Paul Flynn MP (Labour, Newport West)

David Heyes MP (Labour, Ashton under Lyne)

Kelvin Hopkins MP (Labour, Luton North)

Mr lan Liddell-Grainger MP (Conservative, Bridgewater)
Julie Morgan MP (Labour, Cardiff North)

Mr Gordon Prentice MP (Labour, Pendle)

Paul Rowen MP (Liberal Democrats, Rochdale)

Grant Shapps MP (Conservative, Welwyn Hatfield)
Jenny Willott MP (Liberal Democrats, Cardiff Central)

The following Member was also a member of the Committee for part of this
inquiry: Julia Goldsworthy MP (Liberal Democrats, Falmouth and Cambourne).

Powers

The Committee is one of the select committees, the powers of which are set out
in House of Commons Standing Orders, principally in SO No 146. These are
available on the Internet via www.parliament.uk.

Publications

The Reports and evidence of the Committee are published by The Stationery
Office by Order of the House. All publications of the Committee (including press
notices) are on the Internet at http://www.parliament.uk/pasc.

Committee staff

The current staff of the Committee are Eve Samson (Clerk), Clive Porro (Second
Clerk), Lucinda Maer (Committee Specialist), Phil Jones (Committee Assistant),
Sue Holt (Secretary) and Louise Glen (Senior Office Clerk).

Contacts

All correspondence should be addressed to the Clerk of the Public
Administration Select Committee, Committee Office, First Floor, 7 Millbank,
House of Commons, London SW1P 3JA. The telephone number for general
enquiries is 020 7219 3284; the Committee’s email address is
pubadmincom@parliament.uk.
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Summary

At some point of time the secrets of one period must become
the common learning of another...

The Radcliffe Report, 1976'

As Lord Radcliffe recognised, memoirs and diaries tell us a great deal about the workings of
government. They are a source of interest to the general reader, valuable for the citizen, and
a resource for future historians. They may not prevent our repeating the mistakes of the
past, but can put events into perspective. Their publication is to be encouraged.

On the other hand, government needs some areas of confidentiality if it is to be conducted
effectively, and if all concerned are to be as candid with one another as they need to be.
Il-judged and instant memoirs can undermine that confidentiality, and erode the trust
which is necessary for ministers, officials and advisers to work together.

If it comes to be unexceptionable for public servants to publish instant memoirs on
retirement which contain personal details of politicians and observations on their policies,
or if politicians come to criticise named civil servants and their advice, it is hard to see how
traditional relationships between ministers and civil servants can be maintained. Ministers
will not trust permanent officials if their confidences are broken, or if they are routinely
denigrated. Able people will not go into public service if it offers the prospect of regular
denigration, without the opportunity to answer back.

The current system for clearing memoirs recognises all this, and supposedly requires
authors to consult and negotiate before they publish. Sometimes those negotiations
succeed. We feel the government has sometimes been rather too cautious in its attitude to
proposed memoirs. But if an author is unwilling to cooperate, unless national security is at
stake, there is nothing effective the government can do to prevent publication. If it goes to
court it simply gives the offending work additional publicity as “the book they tried to
ban”. Legal precedents show the courts are rightly only prepared to grant an injunction
preventing publication when it is clear that identifiable damage will be done. But the
dangers do not come from the single shocking memoir, but from the steady erosion of
confidence and trust.

We need to move to a new system, based on contractual confidentiality and the law of
copyright, in which authors have freedom to decide what to publish, but face real
disadvantages if they publish without agreement. We support the recent changes which
emphasise the contractual obligation of confidentiality for Crown servants, and make it
clear that copyright in material drawn from their professional life is assigned to the Crown.
In such a system, if an author publishes without agreement, the Crown can take action to
attach the profits. We would support the extension of this system to ministers.

1 Report of the Committee of Privy Counsellors on Ministerial Memoirs, January 1976, Cmnd. 6386, para 82.























































































































































