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Chair: Good morning and welcome to the Public Administration and Constitutional Affairs Committee. I am very grateful to Peter Riddell for being with us this morning, for an accountability hearing for his role as Commissioner for Public Appointments. Good morning, Peter.

Peter Riddell: Good morning. 

Q1 Chair: I want to kick off with an open question. The primary role of the Commissioner for Public Appointments is to provide independent assurance for those public appointments. How have you sought to discharge that responsibility? 

Peter Riddell: Can I just say that I am delighted to be the first witness to the new Committee? It is nearly two years since I last gave evidence to the Committee, so it is a real pleasure to be here, as you say, as part of the accountability. I regard a central part of my accountability to be to this Committee, either in oral hearings or the annual report or through writing to you when issues come up.

The first point is that I don’t appoint anyone. I am unlike the Civil Service Commissioner, who is a crucial part of the actual appointment of senior civil servants. I do not. My role is as a regulator.

How do we provide assurance? On a continuing basis—if a problem occurs with an appointment, I have the right under the Order in Council appointing me to seek papers. When there are big, controversial appointments, I keep an eye on them and see how they go.

There is a particular twist to that. Where there are pre-appointment hearings, and there may be some controversy, I will again take a close look at that because I can help Select Committees on that. You know from being on the Education Committee in the past that I got involved in one or two appointments. 

We also hear complaints from people, of which there are not too many: usually half a dozen or more a year. My senior officials, who are sitting behind me, look at them and we adjudicate on them. The procedure there is that you have to go first to the Department and, if you are not satisfied with that, you come to me. 
I also do investigations on matters of considerable public interest—you will be familiar with the one I did on the Office for Students two years ago. There is a whole gamut of things we do on that. For example, last year—we may want to come back to this—we did a review of the time it takes to do appointments, which I regard as really important, and I would not say that the outcomes so far have been satisfactory. We do that kind of thematic review.

The other thing that we, or rather my senior policy adviser, have just completed is compliance visits every autumn, straying over into the new year, around the 19 Departments—the main ones who made appointments—to see how they are doing. That was initiated under the new code and we are now into its second year. It has been a really important aspect of assurance. The whole aim has been to improve performance. It has identified problems, and what is interesting is that, now in its second year, we have been able to see what progress has been made.

So that is part of a range of ways we do assurance. I do regard it as very important to assure people of the key principle—it is, in a ministerial-driven system, an appointment on merit—and say that it is a fair system. 

Q2 Chair: Thank you very much for that comprehensive answer that touched on issues that we will cover—

Peter Riddell: I wanted to give a longer one.

Chair: I am grateful. You mentioned that you are responsible for oversight of a good many appointments, but of course you do not oversee all public appointments. Are there any more that the person in your role should be involved with?

Peter Riddell: There are fuzzy lines. Essentially, the ones I am responsible for are made by or on behalf of Ministers—I will come to the important caveat in a second—of non-executives to public bodies. There are endless discussions about what is a public body and what is not which we could get into, but on the whole it is ones you would recognise: everything from the BBC to national museums and galleries. 
When I use the phrase “on behalf of Ministers” it is because it also covers about half of the 10,000 public appointments which are actually done indirectly. For example, independent monitoring boards—I originally called prison visitors—parole boards, and non-foundation health trusts, even though health trusts are becoming more alike. Those are done not directly by Ministers but by independent boards and so on under a concordat. When the new code came in, I agreed it with Liz Truss when she was Justice Secretary and it is in statute for the health service. That accounts for roughly half the appointments. 

There are some issues about, for example, the Office for Budget Responsibility, which is one coming up later this year. Because that is tied in with the Treasury Committee, I do not have a role in that at all; the Treasury Committee is the guarantor of public assurance. That goes back to the office’s creation in 2010, when your former colleague, Andrew Tyrie, negotiated that. 

There are some parliamentary ones, too: I do not have any direct say in the Electoral Commission and so on. Also, executive appointments. To give you a classic example, with the BBC I have no role in the director-general’s appointment, but I do in the Chair’s appointment. Indeed, one of the first big ones I did at the end of 2016 was when David Clementi was appointed Chair of the BBC. I was very involved in that.

Q3 Chair: You mentioned the distinction between non-executive and executive appointments and the situation at the BBC, but the Governor of the Bank of England was recently dealt with. We could push it further to permanent secretaries. What are your thoughts on that?

Peter Riddell: On the Governor of the Bank of England, when there was some controversy during the general election about who would be Governor, a former permanent secretary at the Treasury said to me, “Peter, what are you doing about that?” and I said, “Thanks to you, nothing” because the Treasury, in its infinite wisdom, likes to keep that to itself. The other point about the Governor of the Bank is that it is an executive job. It is a full-time executive job. 
However, the Court of the Bank of England, which is really an administrative body, and not like the Monetary Policy Committee, which, again, is a Treasury Committee thing, or the Financial Policy Committee, which is similar—the Court, which is essentially the non-execs, does come under my purview. Permanent secretaries—no, because they are not public appointments in the defined sense. They are full-time jobs, and I do not think anyone would argue they are not, but they would come directly under my opposite number Ian Watmore, whom no doubt you will be hearing from at some stage soon, at the Civil Service Commission. So that is quite clear. 

There are some grey areas, for example, like non-executive members of the boards of Departments. There was a debate when the new code was coming in, when I had just taken over, about whether they should be included. The view was—I don’t know whether Mr Jones and Mr Mundell remember it from their times in Cabinet and Government—that they were regarded as almost too personal to the Secretary of State to make a full merit appointment, which is the essence of what I do, applicable. So there was a debate about it and you can argue it both ways, but they tend to be rather personal; but permanent secretaries definitely not. The Civil Service Commission—Ian Watmore can fully explain that to you.

Chair: That leads neatly on to a line of questioning from David Jones. 

Q4 Mr Jones: Developing that discussion, what do you think should be the role of Ministers in public appointments?

Peter Riddell: It should be an active role. They are appointments by Ministers. Leaving aside the ones I have mentioned—the Independent Monitoring Board, the Parole Board and things like that, where I think it is quite right that Ministers are not directly involved, because is it just not practical, anyway: the other main ones are bodies that, after all, are created separate from Government Departments. They are regarded—and of course it varies over time—as the right bodies to either be independent, like I am in providing advice, or expert bodies. So you get experts outside the Department—all the things you know; but they are working on behalf of Government or advising Government. 

So I think Ministers should be involved in—and the code is quite explicit on that—approving the criteria when a job advert goes out. They should certainly be involved in looking at the shortlist. They have got the right to suggest names. That doesn’t have to be agreed by the panel, which is chaired by a civil servant now—tends to be—but they have got to explain to a Minister why they don’t want to do it. It varies. In some cases they say, “Look, come on, this guy really is not up to it compared with the alternatives,” and, of course, minsiters make the final selection. 

I would emphasise, on that, that as you well know the advisory interview panels come up with however many names—two, three, four—but they don’t rank them. Occasionally you get ranking and we lift our eyebrows at that if it comes to it, because it should be for the Minister to decide among the names who they pick, because it is their responsibility when a decision is made. 

Q5 Mr Jones: In terms of the constitution of the advisory panel you have just mentioned, it is usually chaired by an official. Why is that?

Peter Riddell: That goes back to the changes which were introduced in late 2016 after the review by Gerry Grimstone. Prior to that my predecessor David Normington appointed the Chairs of panels for really top-level appointments—what are now known as significant appointments: in other words, Chairs of bodies, and so on. The view of Gerry Grimstone, endorsed by Matt Hancock when he was the Cabinet Office Minister at the time, was that there ought to be separation between my role and the people doing the panels. 

Depending on the nature of the appointment, quite a few are chaired by permanent secretaries, but at the top level there has to be what is known as a senior independent panel member, whose name they have to consult me on. In fact, one of the interesting things in the last four years is how there has been absolutely no problem on that at all. 
If you go through the list that is in my annual report, half of them are people who used to be the independent assessors—in other words, Chairs of panels before my time, people of independence, and so on. They are there to provide an assurance that it is all fair and open and, if necessary, they will come to me. Occasionally some of them have come to me and said, “I am worried about this aspect or that aspect,” but the civil service involvement in chairing is really to strengthen the line of accountability to Ministers. 

Q6 Mr Jones: Getting back to the independent panel members, are they taken from a relatively small pool of members? Do they tend to sit on successive panels?

Peter Riddell: That is a very interesting point. Some Departments, sometimes through bureaucratic inertia, one thinks, have their favourite independent panel members. [Interruption.] You are frowning, Mr Mundell; that is exactly what we have expressed to Departments. We have said, “This person is absolutely fine. She is really well qualified,”—presuming it was a she—“and ticks various boxes. However, if you use her two or three times a year, she is no longer independent.” We have raised that point and said, “Hold on. You should go for someone else.” On the whole, they have listened to that.

There are people who will be panel members for a couple of Departments. That is fine, because they are separate Departments. My worry is the one you raise, in that sometimes there is a danger that they become too familiar to the Department. We disapprove of that and say, “Come on—look for someone else.” Otherwise, the quality of people—they haven’t been ministerial favourites or anything like that, but they are people who genuinely know about appointments and have experience on diversity or whatever, and they are just the type of people who you want to provide an assurance that the panel is being well handled.

Q7 Mr Jones: Is there a stream of such independent panel members out there?

Peter Riddell: Under the code, every time they appoint, they will separately email my senior policy adviser saying, “We want to get x for this panel. What does the Commissioner think?” We normally turn it round very quickly. What we have said to a couple of Departments—from memory, DCMS and BEIS—is, “Look, you do a lot of appointments. Why don’t you almost pre-select 10 potential senior independent panel members to run past us?” It just cuts time when it happens and makes the process more efficient. That has worked quite well.

I remember it started with DCMS. They said, “We’ve got these people in mind.” We read through them and it meant that when an appointment came up we weren’t wasting time. To my mind, I am reassured that that has not been a problem. There has not been a question of favourites or anything like that.

Q8 Mr Jones: The Minister is not bound by the recommendation to appoint the independent panel member. What is the procedure where a Minister decides not to accept that recommendation?

Peter Riddell: It has not occurred in relation to the appointment of a senior independent panel member. If it did, then there would be an open and public exchange of letters. If a Department, after a discussion that is normally at official level, disagreed, I would make it known to the relevant Select Committee.

Q9 Mr Jones: But that has never happened?

Peter Riddell: It has not happened so far; no. There is nothing to stop a Minister having someone who they regard as sympathetic on the panel, as long as that is not the independent panel member. That is rather encouraging, in some respects. But no, it hasn’t happened. Departments don’t want a system that doesn’t work and doesn’t command public assurance, on the whole.

Q10 Mr Jones: In exceptional cases, Ministers can appoint without a competition. Does that happen?

Peter Riddell: There are two points there. It does happen without competition. There were 40 cases in the last year, and most of those appointments were made for bureaucratic reasons. Ministers were not saying, “I don’t want a competition. I have decided on x.” It is not like that at all.

I have the list in front of me. The appointments were made following resignations from boards, when there is sometimes a kind of emergency, where people say, “We’ve got to find someone,” or to allow a trust to be merged, in the case of a health trust, or to provide stability to a board. Virtually all the appointments were made for a year or 18 months maximum, or sometimes for six months. They are temporary arrangements before a competition can be held.

One of our consistent lines is when a Department says, “We want to appoint this person for a year,” and we say, “No you don’t—make it six months.” There is a little bit of bargaining sometimes. It is generally true to say that you can do a competition in six months, so we say, “Don’t kid us on that.” That has worked pretty well.

Virtually all the cases—I am looking through them now—are to do with phrases like, “To allow for competition when someone has resigned.” My criticism of that would be that Departments should have succession planning. There is a danger of them suddenly waking up and saying, “Ooh—we are losing the Chair of this board or a member of that board in six weeks’ or two months’ time. We haven’t got time to run a competition. Therefore we are going to appoint someone.” That is a consistent problem of not planning ahead enough. Indeed, in the compliance reports that my senior policy adviser does, that comes up again and again. We have had a bit of improvement on that. It has also been mightily affected by the frequency of general elections, and changes in Ministers and all the stuff we are all familiar with.

The other category is appointing people who have been judged unappointable by a panel. That has not occurred. There was one instance, two and a half years ago now, where a Minister wanted to appoint someone who had not made the sift for a shortlist. The Minister then said to the panel, which was chaired by a civil servant appointed by the Minister, “Look, I want this person interviewed.” So they interviewed the person and still judged them unappointable. The Minister then said they still wanted that person, and so was obliged to come to me. 

I wrote back to say I did not think it was very wise, because the Minister was changing the goalposts—they had chosen a different reason from the job criteria to appoint that person—and that the Minister should have a fresh competition, for which they could alter the criteria. There was a certain amount of to-ing and fro-ing, and eventually what I recommended happened. There was a fresh competition, and an entirely satisfactory different person was appointed. That is very important, because appointing someone who has been judged unappointable, unless the whole process is defective, is very unsatisfactory. 

Q11 Mr Jones: Have there ever been cases in which you have point-blank refused to accept an appointment without a competition? Have you ever made the judgment that it was important to simply say that, no, it could not happen?

Peter Riddell: We had one instance last year. It really falls into the first category I described, because there had been a reorganisation of a board and so on. I felt that there was time for a competition. It was not about somebody being unappointable or anything like that. It was one case out of the 42. I cannot remember the full details, but my memory is that we basically thought that there was time for a competition, and that they should get on with it because there was not any need to appoint anyone. I cannot remember the fuller details. Again, it falls into what I call the bureaucratic category and was not a Minister trying to buck the system.

Q12 Ronnie Cowan: I want to look at the auditing process. Part of your job is to audit Departments to make sure that they comply with the governance code. My flat in Westminster is up for renewal—a nice two-bedroom flat, if anyone is interested—and my landlord contacted me to say he wanted to do a spot check. Had he not told me he was coming to do a spot check, he might have literally found my dirty laundry. You have changed the process, so you now tell people you are coming to do audits. Is there not a danger that they might hide their dirty laundry?

Peter Riddell: No. I can reassure you, Mr Cowan, that it does not result in people being able to do that, because they have to keep the records. Our changes actually made the system more effective and demanding. The spot check thing might be okay in the parallel that you describe but is actually not an efficient way of doing things. If you are looking to improve the system, you do not necessarily want to descend upon departments. 
It is much better to develop a continuing relationship with the Department and, going back to Mr Jones’s questions, say, “Your succession planning is poor. Your record-keeping is poor. How is it going from year to year?” That is why we have an agreed system of visits. Remember, it does not prevent us from seeing all the documents. My senior adviser will pick out, for big Departments, a third of all competitions. For smaller ones, or rather Departments that do not hold many competitions, she will see all the competitions. 

Q13 Ronnie Cowan: Are you going more frequently to the Departments?

Peter Riddell: No. Two things on that. First, if there is a complaint, we do. Complaints are completely separate from the audit. If a Department has problems, we will go back, absolutely. Also if a competition worries us, we will go back. You talk about spot checks. We will go to a Department, and I can and will demand the papers, particularly of the assessment panel, if I am worried about anything. It does not preclude in any way the equivalent of spot checks if we have any concerns about anything at all. 
In a sense, nothing can be hidden, because the effect of hiding would be not to have the records. A criticism we sometimes make of Departments is that their record-keeping is poor. There is no evidence we have seen of people destroying records; they are just not very competent at keeping them. That is a point of criticism. In my last annual report, I singled out the Business Department for poor record-keeping. I do not think that relates to spot checks or regular visits. We have found that regular visits are much more likely to produce a culture of improvement than someone saying, “Let’s go in and do a spot check.” The distinction is not as significant as you imply. 

Q14 Ronnie Cowan: Do you think there has been an improvement in performance because of the change in the way that you do audits?

Peter Riddell: We have just completed the round of compliance inspections for the last year—everything was affected by the election. That started in the autumn and is more or less finished. We are going to have a meeting with Departments shortly to discuss some of the findings. That has shown that in some areas, such as record-keeping, succession planning and the briefing given to Ministers—the process points—there have been improvements in some Departments, and others are still lacking. A lot of that is to do with the way appointments are organised within Departments. The big Departments that do a lot of appointments, on the whole, have central units doing them. That shows consistency and best practice. 

One of the problems in Departments—often very important ones that do not make many appointments—is that there is no consistency. They are not quite reinventing the wheel, but they do not realise that you should do it this way or that way. We are continually saying, “Best practice means this.” The compliance visits have also shown a few breaches of the code—not massive ones, but people getting it wrong. Indeed, we will identify those in my annual report and say, “Look, you’ve got to do better on that.”

Q15 Ronnie Cowan: What happens if there is a breach of the code?

Peter Riddell: If there is a breach of the code, I will write to the permanent secretary concerned, explaining the circumstances. We will have had a dialogue with the Department on that. It will be published. Some breaches are technical. The previous system had a kind of RAG rating, which meant that even if there was a small process, it could still be red rated. I thought that was disproportionate. Now, everything is proportionate. 

Going back to something that Mr Wragg was involved in on the Education Committee, when I did a report into the Office for Students a couple of years ago, there were big breaches of the code, and they were highlighted. There is a spectrum: some are serious, some are less serious. We identify them in the annual report. I will write to the permanent secretaries and ask what they are going to do about them. If I think it is really important, obviously we will tell the Select Committee. 

Q16 Karin Smyth: Those are some examples of proactive steps that you would take to ensure compliance on a RAG rating, presumably at red. Can you take us through some other proactive ways in which you help Departments with compliance?

Peter Riddell: It works in various ways, mainly through the senior policy adviser having a relationship, particularly with the Departments that make a lot of appointments; that is where a lot of the business is. It ranges from when an important appointment is coming up, just talking to them about any issues likely to be raised. 

On the whole, Departments will raise issues with us if they think there will be a problem coming up on something; I will sometimes get contacted by permanent secretaries about particularly difficult appointments. There was a big one a year or so ago, when the appointment ran into problems. The question was whether it should be rerun, or how it could be handled in a sensible way. I talked to them and the Cabinet Office talked to the permanent secretary, and it was worked through quite sensibly in the end, retaining the principle of fairness. They wanted to talk to me. 

The other point is that Departments quite often talk to my senior adviser as a source of expertise. In addition, going back to Mr Cowan’s point, there is a dialogue on where we have identified failings. On record-keeping, I remember a couple of years ago, the Business Department had not kept records of some appointments. We said, “I’m sorry; you’ve got to do that. Otherwise, how do you deal with complaints and so on?” That has improved. Indeed, I wrote to the permanent secretary saying, “I’m sorry. I don’t think this is good enough.” We identified it in a report. That is a continuing dialogue. 

There is also the area that we haven’t touched on but may later, which is diversity. One of my roles is as a champion of diversity. There, we are very active in Departments, making suggestions. I meet quite a lot of people who are disabled or from a BAME background and so on, identifying their problems. We suggest to Departments ways forward, because their performances are variable on that. 

Interestingly enough, many of the examples of good practice come from the devolved Administrations. Scotland has some very interesting things going on, as does Northern Ireland, for all its difficulties in other ways. We draw that to attention and encourage Departments by saying, “Why don’t you do this and this?”

A lot of it is encouraging best practice. That is part of our continuing relationship with Departments. The intention is just to improve practice on that. That is as well as a thematic review, which we might come back to later, on how long it takes for competitions to happen. 

Q17 Karin Smyth: In your introduction, you said that you identify problems in Departments and then go back and monitor progress. What are the general areas of problems and concerns across all Departments? I appreciate that they are variable.  

Peter Riddell: There is the lack of adequate succession planning, which goes back to the issues Mr Jones raised about sometimes having to appoint without competition, on a temporary basis of six to 12 months. Or, in some cases, it means extending people beyond the accepted two terms or 10 years. We come back again and again to that. You have to plan properly, anticipate change and so on.

Proper record-keeping is important. There are the processes, for example, on due diligence. How that is done has become quite a live issue. This is all, basically, social media. The traditional civil service approach was to look at conflicts of interest, financial and other matters. The whole social media thing has reopened that. My strong view on that is that it has to be proportionate. 

For some jobs you have to do a security check. Essentially, though, it is to do with relevance for the post. The candidate should be faced within interview if there are any concerns, rather than later on. Those are the issues we look at, and diversity.

On diversity, frankly, the record is very variable, particularly on disabled people. One of the things I have really learned about are some of the issues involving disabled people, where many Departments are woefully inadequate, to put it bluntly. Therefore, we are encouraging. We have organised conferences, meetings and so on.

Because I am also the Commissioner in Wales, I was down in Cardiff last Thursday talking to a lot of disabled people at the launch of the Welsh Government’s diversity plan. That was very interesting on the issues, which are very similar to ones I hear about in London. 

Chair: We are going to touch on that shortly, Peter. In the meantime, I invite Jackie to put some questions.

Q18 Jackie Doyle-Price: You have the power to conduct investigations into public appointments. You mentioned that you have about half a dozen complaints a year. Would your investigations be prompted by complaints or by other factors? 

Peter Riddell: No. The investigation issue has been when there has been a matter of public controversy. The Office for Students case two years ago was started by the appointment of Toby Young, which created a controversy. In fact, I didn’t start the investigation until after he’d withdrawn. It was all a rather hectic period. 

Another aspect then emerged of a student representative on the board. That raised a number of questions about the involvement of 10 Downing Street changing criteria and so on. That was a matter of public controversy. There were Urgent Questions in both Houses when my report appeared, and I appeared in front of the Education Committee. So that was one were there was public controversy. 

There was also one on the appointment of Baroness Stowell as Chair of the Charity Commission: the DCMS Committee had rejected her appointment, even though she had clearly been approved. I looked into that and some of the aspects of pre-appointment hearings. 

Complaints are from individuals who have gone first to the Department to seek satisfaction. There are all kinds of grounds they complain about, but essentially it all comes down to their not having been treated fairly. Again, in my annual report, there are things like Departments losing proper records or not assessing properly. I do not have the power to overturn a selection. However, I can do highlighting, and Departments do not like being told that they have not done things properly. 

A complaint is very much from an individual who is involved, and we treat them very thoroughly indeed—it takes up quite a lot of some of my senior policy advisers’ time. We anonymise the complaints, because it is crucial to protect individuals’ privacy, but we will very much take them up with Departments and say, “Look, you have got to improve your practice” and we report it. If it was particularly outrageous, obviously we would talk to the Select Committee. 

Q19 Jackie Doyle-Price: From a Minister’s perspective, the people who head these bodies are very important to policy delivery. It is important that we have a process that has integrity and can be trusted and challenged, but equally Ministers need the opportunity to mix things up a bit. Obviously, there was lots of controversy about Toby Young, but you can see occasions where someone who is a bit left field could bring a lot of challenge and initiative. To what extent do the processes you oversee and regulate get in the way of that?

Peter Riddell: That is a really interesting issue. On the Toby Young thing, I talked to Jo Johnson, who was the Minister concerned at the time, and his essential view was that he wanted a different type of person. I had full sympathy with that—absolutely. Oddly enough, I am probably the only person never to have commented on Toby Young’s suitability; it was purely the process—proper due diligence was not done, which Jo Johnson admitted. 

I have every sympathy for getting, as you say, left field people—or right field or whatever you like to call it—because diversity also covers life experience and opinion. I am absolutely behind that. That goes back to the original question about ministerial involvement. If Ministers want to do that, they ought to put that more in the criteria for a job. 

The situation has improved a lot: if you looked at the criteria for many public appointments, the only people who would ever have got appointed were 60-year-old retired partners of leading accountancy firms—with respect to any accountants around the table. That has completely changed. Now, it looks much more at experience than paper qualification—and there were gender biases as well as race and disability biases under some of the old criteria. Certainly, I have regard for diversity of opinion, and that it is why it is important to offer Ministers a selection. 

Ministers have to decide. My role goes up to the choice provided to Ministers—it is then a matter for them to go for it. My thing is: has the person been fairly judged as appointable? Beyond that, it is Ministers’ decision, and they will often go with who they feel comfortable with and so on. The key thing for me is assurance: that everyone has been judged appointable on the same criteria. Some of those criteria could well be about difference of experience. There is fair criticism in some cases that like appoints like, but it is partly up to Ministers to put a bit of grit in the machine.

Q20 Jackie Doyle-Price: I guess the message you are really giving is that Ministers must get involved early enough. 

Peter Riddell: Yes. The problem with appointments is that they are an important subject, but not an urgent subject. That is the difficulty. One of the results of the enormous churn of Ministers in the last few years, for reasons that are nothing to do with appointments, is that that process has been held up. New Ministers coming in have had to learn what is involved and get familiar with it, and then delays happen and all of that. 

Q21 Jackie Doyle-Price: You did the investigations into Toby Young and Baroness Stowell, but there were no investigations in 2018-19.

Peter Riddell: No. That goes back to the point I was making about there being a spectrum. Using the term “investigation” is slightly misleading in a way. That was a public thing. It does not mean that we were not looking at things. We were looking at half a dozen complaints.

The thematic review on the three months, I would argue, is as important, if not more important, than the Office for Students matter. We were also looking at doing the compliance stuff with Departments. It was far from saying that they aren’t points of importance, but we categorise them in different ways—not that that makes any difference to the public. 

The fact that there weren’t big matters of public controversy doesn’t mean that I wasn’t plugging away at things with my team. That includes the three-months point, which we may come back to. 

Q22 Mr David Jones: To revert to that thematic review, you have an aspiration, of course, that appointments should be concluded within three months of the competition closing. That review indicated that some 53% exceeded the three-month period. Is that period realistic? 

Peter Riddell: That is a very interesting issue. The original Grimstone review said three months from the start of a competition—that is, when they put the ads out—to completion. When that was being consulted on during 2016, after I had been appointed, there was a very widespread view that that was an unrealistically tight timetable, taking into account assembling interview panels, ministerial time, parliamentary recesses and all that stuff. 

I rather agreed. I thought that you can’t have a target that no one is going to meet. So it was moved to the end of a competition. That is the 53% failure aspect of it. 

There are two aspects to that. There has to be better planning by Departments, and that includes building in time for Ministers to look at things. Departments tend to adopt timetables that suit them, and they have got to build in a bit of ministerial time into that. However, I think it could be done better. 

What is interesting about the thematic review is that it revealed that the problem wasn’t between submitting applications and being interviewed, but after interview and after the panel had submitted a report on the recommended candidates. That strongly is in ministerial private offices and, in some cases, with No. 10. In part, this was going back to say, “We want to do due diligence on the candidate again,” and arguing about things, even in cases that were not particularly high profile. 

You would expect, for example—one is coming up at the end of this year—that appointing the Chair of the BBC might take a bit of time; it is a fairly sensitive appointment. Or, the Chair of Ofcom, which will come up shortly afterwards. Those obviously are, but a lot are not high profile politically. 

What concerns me is that there is not enough care about the interests of the candidates. I regard myself as the candidate’s champion, because no one else is going to champion the candidates. Once they have been interviewed, then it disappears into a black hole. They don’t know what on earth is going on. This can drag on for weeks and months. One thing I recommended was that, after the three-month period, Departments should contact candidates who had been interviewed and tell them what is going on. The Government would not accept because they felt the code would have to be amended. I think it could be done by best practice. 

If you have been interviewed, you should be told after the three-month period what is going on—that it is with No. 10 or whatever. That is one aspect. The other aspect is Departments having better timetables. It may well be, when we come back to look at this, that you want to adjust the timetable a bit. It is no good having a target that is missed in half the cases. It really is not good enough to have that, because it discredits the whole system. 

There is a danger, as with many things in life, that if you have too loose a target, people lose all respect for it and find good excuses. There are things such as recesses to consider. Obviously, we have not applied the three months during the frequent general elections we’ve had, because the whole system closes down in that period. I am talking about peace time, in so far as there is ever peace time, when we do try to apply it. That is why it is difficult to measure some of the time. Realistic timetables are a challenge but Departments could do better on that. 

Q23 Mr David Jones: To summarise, it remains your view that the three-month aspiration is reasonable, and Departments should do more to fulfil that. 

Peter Riddell: Exactly. They need to plan within the three months better than they do. It is something they should aim at. I agree that it should not be made a target, because that would discredit it. I think at some stage either myself or my successor should come back to this and see what Departments are doing, to do that, but I think there is also an onus on Ministers and special advisors to have a bit more concern for candidates. It should not affect their selection, but just get on with it. 

I remember a classic case for a kind of medium-level body—Chair of the body. The panel reported in September and indeed the panel report said, “Get on with it, because otherwise you might lose one of two good candidates.” The Minister did not decide anything until the following January. Surprise, surprise, the best candidate had decided “I have got other things to do with my life.” The Minister, perfectly reasonably, did not want the other candidate, so there was a fresh competition. That could absolutely have been avoided, and that irritates me a lot—avoidable things. That is why I say that appointments are treated as important but not urgent. They tend to be down at the bottom of the pile.

Q24 Tom Randall: May I pick up on some points about diversity that you raised earlier? Thank you for your note to the Committee. You talked about how progress is being made with regard to ethnic minority candidates, but there is a sort of stalling when it comes to women candidates. Do you think the Departments that you are dealing with are taking sufficient steps to try to improve the diversity of the candidates they are appointing?

Peter Riddell: It varies enormously. The big Departments who make a lot of appointments: DCMS, Business, Justice in its complicated ways, and Health, again in its complicated ways, are taking it very seriously indeed. They devote resources to it. They are organising events on it. Business had an event earlier this week on diversity—and they do do it. They take it very seriously. 

The problem is with other Departments: they don’t have the networks. I go to events—I remember going to one with a big Afro-Caribbean contingent there. They were saying to me, and I have heard this from lots of other groups, too: “I apply. I didn’t get it, but then I get forgotten about.” The bigger Departments are trying to build up pools of people, and what they will do is find someone who is a near miss, because it was a tight competition, or whatever—everyone is going to be a near miss for various things—and cultivate them, support them. I think you have got to do a lot more than that, but that is an example where it is a big variability. 

Indeed, I would argue that, say, the Scottish Government—and the Welsh Government, actually, is developing this—have got advantages because they are very centralised and they are developing pools of people. The health service, where the performance isn’t nearly as good as it should be, is doing that as well. So it develops pools of candidates. 

The near misses—the other thing in relation to that is mentoring, which I strongly support. We are trying to launch a scheme with the Cabinet Office and the Public Chairs Forum, which is a kind of trade association of Chairs of public bodies, to have mentoring schemes for potential candidates, just to build up the skills and so on, and then—what the health service does a bit of—develop people from members to be potential Chairs. 

One thing where there is a very poor performance, still, among women as well—it is appalling among BAME and disabled people—is about going from member to Chair. Again—mentoring, developing skills and helping: because at each stage you find people saying “I now feel isolated,” and you have got to develop that. 

Q25 Tom Randall: Do I understand from that, then, that—in order to get the people appointed you have got to get them applying in the first place—there are not enough people from these groups applying? Would you say that from what you have seen, in terms of comparing those appointed to those applying, there is probably a match there, but it is just that not enough people coming into the system?

Peter Riddell: It is at each stage. My own report has a very good analysis of it at each stage. It is partly, exactly as you say, applying—the classic thing is, “It is not for me”, as it is people like me rather than them—and trying to reassure people on that score because actually, both in age and various other things, it is more diverse. It is about encouraging people to apply but also, crucially, not to feel discouraged if they are rejected first time, which many people of all backgrounds are; and to catch them and mentor them in the system. 

In Northern Ireland there is a really good scheme called Boardroom Apprentice, which works with both the charity third sector and public bodies, so apprentices shadow a public body for a year. It has been going for two or three years now. Some people who have been on the scheme are now on public bodies. It is strongly supported by the Department of Finance Northern Ireland. I have worked with them and we brought the apprentices over here for a conference that I chaired just over a year ago. I keep in close touch with them.

That has happened despite all the problems in Northern Ireland. I am trying to encourage it here, but people are rather cautious about it—too cautious, I think—apart from one or two public bodies. The Disclosure and Barring Service has a fantastic Chair who has organised such a scheme on her own, with the consent of the sponsoring Department. That type of scheme can develop people, but you are right that knowing about it is the first problem. There are people who look at the Cabinet Office website every Monday, but they are not necessarily the people that one always wants. One wants to reach out much more broadly. Social media should provide that opportunity.

Q26 Tom Randall: You have said that one of your roles is as a champion of diversity. Do you think there is scope for you, in your office, to help accelerate that process?

Peter Riddell: I have a very small office. There is me and there are two advisers. We do what we can. On the website we have some interesting interviews with people who have been appointed to public bodies—a fantastic autistic woman called Carly Jones who has a remarkable story, disabled people, people of colour and so on—about their experience applying to public bodies and the disadvantages they have faced, and overcome.

I speak at as many events as I can to encourage people to apply. I talk to Departments to say, “These are some of the steps you need to take to catch people and keep people.” Interviews tend to favour certain types of personality and ability, so we need to overcome that. It is a long-term process, but the key steps are mentoring, support and development. I regard those as the three key steps.

Q27 Tom Randall: On the issue of disabled applicants, you mentioned in your report that there has been a reduction in the number of candidates with disabilities. Do you have a sense of the reason for that?

Peter Riddell: We are not entirely clear about why that is. I would be careful about the stats. Because of the elections, the figures are not necessarily comparable year to year as the system has been subject to enormous disruption. When you have an election, you are talking about the system not working for three or four months. I am cautious in that respect.

What I prefer to identify is less the variation than the underlying low level. I think that is more significant than the year-to-year variation. That goes back to absence of knowledge, and to not providing help for people to come to interview or perform their roles in public bodies. I don’t know if we are coming on to financial support at any stage, because that is an important issue that I would like to raise. For example, the independent monitoring board said that a lot of prisons are now outside city centres. If you are disabled, how do you get to a prison? It is a practical problem.

One of things that is humbling to me is talking to people with disability. I was talking to someone in Cardiff last week who lives 10 miles outside Cardiff. He was describing to me the practical problems he has in getting to the public body he is on, which is an important one in Wales. There are things like that. Departments need to pay more attention to the practicalities and make it easier.

For people who have autism or conditions like it, it is about interview techniques. Some autistic people I have met would add a lot to a body because of their life experience, and it is about recognising that. Departments need to be more imaginative and flexible.

One of the frustrations of the political upheaval is following through with the Government’s diversity strategy plan. Political leadership is crucial. The Ministers responsible for appointments in Departments and centrally have got to make this a priority. I hope that we now have calmer political waters and that the absence of a general election in the immediate future gives us an opportunity.

Q28 Ronnie Cowan: Do you have any power to impose a women-only list or a BAME-only list on appointments?

Peter Riddell: I do not have any power to do that at all, because I have an advisory role. 

Q29 Ronnie Cowan: Have you ever advised it?

Peter Riddell: I will give you an example, though it does not apply to women. It was the Birmingham Commonwealth Games, and they were setting up a board. I looked through the original names on it, and it did not include anyone with disability. I thought that was—how can I put it?—rather strange for a body that was organising paralympics. I communicated to the Department concerned that they should remedy that, because if they produced a board to organise paralympics which had no one with disability on it, it would be unacceptable. The point was taken, and they made a very good appointment in the end. 

Remember that unless it is a really big thing, I would be involved at a later stage. I would certainly be strongly frowning. I remember when there was a big Chair appointment where they interviewed, I think, 10 men and no women, and I did express a view on that. I said, “What’s going on there?” and so on. 

On the whole, that does not happen nowadays. It very rarely happens, unless you are talking about a terribly specialist advisory committee where it so happens that all the professors are men, or something like that. Even there, I do not think that is a proper excuse.

Q30 Ronnie Cowan: I am not talking about lists that exclude women. I am talking about lists that are only made up of women. 

Peter Riddell: On that, no. That is a matter for Ministers and not me. My concern is the outcome and whether we have enough women being appointed, rather than mandating in a particular case. I would not be in favour of all-women shortlists. I would be looking at ensuring that there is at least one woman, if not two, being interviewed and so on, and I would look at the overall results. 

I am certainly not complacent. Even though a few years ago there was a big jump in the number of women appointed as board members, I have always been warning against complacency on that, because it can easily fall back. There is still a big gap for women Chairs. I am sorry; I misunderstood your point. I am not in favour of all-women shortlists, but I am in favour of mentoring and support so that you get good women candidates.

Q31 Mr Jones: Your annual report contains a very interesting table showing regional diversity. It is quite startling to the extent that Wales, gratifyingly, seems to be doing extremely well—better, in fact, than London—

Peter Riddell: You have to be careful on that, because there are two different tables. I regulate Welsh appointments, so one table includes those for the Welsh Government and one does not. 

Q32 Mr Jones: Okay; point taken. Nevertheless, take, for example, London and the south-east, which are doing significantly better than the north-east, from which there are very few appointments. Is there any particular reason for that? Are Ministers simply not looking to the regions for appointments?

Peter Riddell: I was struck by how poor the figures for the north-east are. One of the interesting things is that in England—the main appointments made in Wales and Scotland are by the devolved Administrations, but there are UK-wide ones, which you will remember from when you were Secretary of State—71% of appointments are made outside London and the south-east. That reflects heavily the independent monitoring boards, parole boards and the health service. It does indicate to some extent that it is metropolitanly centred.

You are absolutely right that it varies a lot between regions, and I was struck by that. I think the situation in the north-east is partly to do with where some of the bodies are. There are some in the west midlands—particularly in Birmingham—and quite a few in the north-west now. The Cabinet Office, which is involved in that, is trying to do events to attract people on that score. Given the interesting change in the political climate since the election, that might be an interesting point to be addressed.

Q33 David Mundell: May I follow on from that, Peter, on appointments that are UK-wide? There is an impression that there aren’t people from across the United Kingdom taking forward these appointments. My impression, although it is not based on a table, is that there are very few Scots at the head of UK-wide appointments. There might be a wider public perception that often these appointments are to people within the London or metropolitan bubble. Do you think that is a fair concern? 

Peter Riddell: There is a very interesting question for Scotland and Wales—Northern Ireland is slightly sui generis in this respect—about whether the fact that the majority of appointments are made by the devolved Governments has resulted in fewer Scots and Welsh people being appointed to UK-wide bodies, looking at the figures; or whether the type of people who apply to public bodies would want to apply to Scottish and Welsh rather than UK ones. 

That is an interesting question, and you can argue it both ways. If you are in Wales, would you rather apply for one of the ones in the Welsh Government, and similarly with the Scottish Government? On the whole, most of the important ones are now with the devolved Administrations. 

On the UK-wide ones, in some cases there is statutory representation from Scotland and Wales, like the BBC, where there have to be Scottish, Welsh and Northern Ireland governors of the BBC. I remember there were problems over one of the nations when the new BBC board was set up. 

I know the Cabinet Office, under one of the Ministers to do with appointments, did make a particular drive in Scotland to encourage people to apply to UK-wide bodies. I think that was probably when you were Secretary of State. I think there is an awareness, as far as the Union persists, that it should not be ghettoised. I think it may be a psychological thing as much as anything else. That may be on the part of the applicants as well. We haven’t done a survey on that. 

I am meeting my Scottish counterpart, Caroline Anderson, in a month’s time and I must talk to her about that. I will raise it with her and see what she thinks. 

Q34 David Mundell: It is an important issue. You mentioned two very significant roles—the Chairs of the BBC and Ofcom—and there is no reason why a Scot or a Welsh person should not take forward those roles and be encouraged to apply.

Peter Riddell: They are not my responsibility, but I note that two senior judges of the Supreme Court are both Scots who rose through the Scottish system. That is to give you an example, though admittedly that is a different appointment system. I would say absolutely on that score that it is a very fair point. 

Q35 David Mundell: You may have seen reported in The Observer at the weekend that Mary Beard’s appointment as trustee of the British Museum had been blocked by Downing Street on the grounds of EU comments that she had made on social media. Is that something that concerns you?

Peter Riddell: I saw the story for the first time when you did, Mr Mundell. I have made one or two inquiries since about the position. That is within the terms of ministerial decision making. I am going back to Jackie Doyle-Price’s question. My concern would be whether it was a fair process, and then they can decide. 

The way that people are appointed to national museums and galleries is quite complicated because there are different routes. It is not a matter for me to investigate, because that is at ministerial discretion. However, I am concerned that due diligence is now being expanded. 

That is why I used the phrase “relevance” before. It is very important, when due diligence is done, that it is relevant to the body concerned. Ministers understandably want people, particularly as Chairs of bodies, with whom they feel comfortable. That happens under Governments of all parties, and we should not pretend otherwise. However, it would be very unfortunate if that was applied as a litmus test for non-related bodies. It would be very unfortunate if people said, “You took this view or that view on Brexit”, or indeed any other issue, but it was not relevant to the body concerned.

There is one important caveat, and I have a lot of sympathy for Ministers’ positions on this. If you are taking a public position, you have to constrain your social media activity. In my case, it is absolute: I am possibly the only person who made no comment on Brexit at any stage in the past four years—much to my relief, actually—because I am not allowed to express any political opinion on anything. That is quite right, and that would apply to my opposite number at the Civil Service Commission and so on, but sometimes I do not think all public appointees recognise that if they are taking a prominent public role, whatever they have done in the past, they have to be constrained in the future. I am hearing Ministers saying, “We appointed this person to this post and there they are, having a go at us.” That is perfectly understandable, and I am very sympathetic to them.

There has to be relevance and proportionality in relation to a person’s past record, but then some constraint when they have taken up a position. The Mary Beard thing raised eyebrows. I do not have a role in investigating it, but it touched on a wider point, which is the one I have just made.

Q36 David Mundell: Do you not think that is reflective of the fact that opinions are more nuanced now than a simple table of Labour, Conservative, SNP and so on? 

Peter Riddell: Yes.

David Mundell: Somebody may be a remainer or a leaver, or they may be a nationalist or a Unionist, and that perspective is a determinant of their appointment or appointability, rather than “I’ve previously said that I voted Conservative”.

Peter Riddell: The system has absolutely no bar to political activity. It has to be significant political activity, which is basically standing as a candidate, being active or giving a registerable donation. It does not cover membership of a party or anything like that; there is absolutely no bar on that, providing it is recognised as it is. I agree with you that it is more nuanced now. My view is that political activity in any form should not be a bar unless there is a kind of “absolute relevance” point. As I say, your views on X or Y may be relevant to the job, but otherwise it is not necessary.

On political activity, the real story is that nine out of 10 people appointed have no registerable political activity. Below that, it bounces up and down between Labour and Tory, and on the whole that is on a local level—people on health boards, parole boards or whatever. Of course, if you have Conservative Ministers at the top level, they may well appoint people who are sympathetic, provided they have been judged appointable. That is my criterion for that. Otherwise, what I want is relevance, not “We do not like X because of the stance they took on something completely different.”

Q37 David Mundell: Can I move on to the remuneration and support issue, which you touched on? I was extremely surprised to see from your evidence the huge variations in payment, from nil for being asked to do 35 days’ work, to in excess of £100,000 for certain chairmanships. What do you think is wrong that has led to that huge divergence in remuneration?

Peter Riddell: I am tempted to say that Government gets away with what it can, in terms of not paying volunteers. For example, with things like parole boards or independent monitoring boards, it relies on public service in the most genuine sense. I am continually impressed by people I meet who give their time for free.

There are two answers to why the discrepancies occur. The whole system has grown up in a completely ad hoc way that is very departmentally related. Departments decide their own thing; there is no plan. There is not a chart somewhere that says what we are going to do on pay; it is all decided by Departments. It is also true that the more commercially related posts tend to pay, and those that you could argue are more socially or public service-related do not pay. 

I emphasise that my concern is absolutely not with the pay of Chairs of bodies: it is entirely a diversity point. What has been brought home to me from my conversations is that without financial support—I always prefer that term, rather than explicit remuneration—you are not going to get people who are in full-time jobs, or indeed have portfolios of careers, or who are carers and so on. Although there has been improvement in the appointment of people under 55—it is about 40%—you are not getting those groups of people, such as, certainly, people with disability, who need support. You will not achieve diversity unless you offer some help for them to perform their roles. That concern has been brought home to me.

I was talking to a member at a public body based in Birmingham—we have it on my website. That member almost felt ashamed to ask for expenses just to travel to Birmingham and stay there. They were not asking for a big salary or anything like that—just expenses. They almost felt embarrassed about it because the other people were retired and could afford it. That is absurd. There was a very interesting case that we picked out in the evidence of an independent monitoring board in Wales—I believe it was a UK appointment in Wales—where they were finding it difficult to recruit because of the absence of such help for people.

This is a work in progress. It will almost certainly be the next thematic review. We are talking to Departments. What is interesting is that when my senior policy adviser has raised it, she has found an echo from Departments, saying, “Yeah, we’re very worried about that too.” We are going to try to build that up and then talk to the Cabinet Office and say, “In our view, you need more systematic financial support to ensure that you are getting to your objectives on diversity.”

Q38 David Mundell: You have suggested a review. Is what you have just said how you envisage that being carried out?

Peter Riddell: What we want to do is, first, identify more of the facts. I would not like to say what percentage we are there, but we are progressing it actively. We want to talk to Departments more about what solutions they think would work, being realistic about money and all that. As I say, it is very much not aimed at saying, “We want all public bodies to be paid,” or anything like that. What we want is financial support to aid diversity. 

I am absolutely convinced from conversations that I have had that some desirable candidates are deterred from applying, going back to Mr Randall’s point, by that absence, because they are going to lose out. That results in a bias towards people who are retired, who have pensions that can support it.

Q39 John Stevenson: You are obviously about to enter your final year as Commissioner. What progress do you think you have made in the last year on your priorities, and what will be your priorities for your final year?

Peter Riddell: My priority for the coming year will be some sense of stability. One of the real problems has been totally outside of our control. In less than four years, there have been six Ministers from the Cabinet Office dealing with public appointments. There have been four in the last seven and a half months. That is not, perhaps, ideal. It is no one’s fault. They have all been very good people to work with and deal with. A degree of stability would lead on to leadership.

I am particularly concerned about diversity, and that requires leadership, because the progress made on women was actually a result of the leadership of Francis Maude in the coalition era, backed by David Cameron, which resulted in a step jump in the number of women being appointed. You need a similar clear lead—a message to Departments from the centre that they should be shortlisting more people of colour, more disabled people and so on.

I would like to see clear progress on that. There have been strategies. There was a very good report by Lord Holmes of Richmond on disability, which has been accepted in principle, although there are real question marks about its being taken forward. I would like to see things happen on that. I would like to see progress, going back to Mr Jones’s questioning, on the three months, so that we are clearer on what can work and not work there.

Going back to what I was asked about earlier, I would also like to see Departments build up their capacities more. When we come to do the final round of compliance just before I step down in 13 months’ time, I would like to see that they have built up a more consistent capacity, and so on. Those are my priorities, being realistic, over a short time span: greater leadership and attendance to some procedural issues.

Q40 John Stevenson: That is interesting. You talk about certainty and leadership, and you have mentioned there have been six Ministers in your period as Commissioner. Do you therefore feel that the actual role that you have could provide a degree of certainty and leadership, particularly if it had enhanced powers?

Peter Riddell: I do not appoint anyone. That is the key issue. In terms of being in a position like the Civil Service Commissioner, who chairs panels and so on, I don’t think you can combine that with being a regulator. It is something I am going to reflect on over the next few months. 

Q41 John Stevenson: Just following on that, then, two things: are you suggesting that your role does not need enhanced powers, or further powers? Against that, do you think it has actually been a successful creation—your job? Do you think you have actually achieved something and changed things?

Peter Riddell: I feel I have achieved some things, but not as much as I would like to have done. I have achieved bedding in the new code without the problems which this Committee were worried about. Mr Cowan raised problems—perfectly legitimately. I think we have avoided those immediate problems so far. That has been important. We have developed via the compliance system a method of encouraging better practice in Departments. That could almost be looked at as a bit bureaucratic and procedural. It is actually very important in terms of the candidate experience. 

The frustration has been that, because of the political upheaval, it has been difficult to take forward things I would like to do. Would greater powers have made more progress on diversity? I am doubtful. Otherwise you are saying I should be running the whole appointment system. Not even in my stranger dreams do I think of that. It has been frustrating; I think there are two frustrations. 
One is the political upheavals, and all that, so it hasn’t been possible to take that forward, and the second is coming to terms with the kind of baronial structure in Whitehall—the enormous variation between Departments. That is where compliance is trying to raise the standards and records and, indeed, performance on diversity of some smaller Departments where, because they all operate in silos, that is a problem. I don’t think powers would make a difference. I think the environment is more important.

Q42 John Stevenson: That is interesting. Just one last point. In your experience—because you have obviously got a breadth of experience right across Departments—do we have too many public bodies, and could some of these bodies be looked after by civil servants and Ministers?

Peter Riddell: It is very interesting. This is immediately relevant to Brexit, actually, because there has been an on-off debate about how many public bodies need to be created as a result of us leaving the EU. It went from an initial figure of, say, 20 to now—it looks to be single figures. It is about changing existing bodies to enable them to do it, or doing things in-house in Departments. 

This is a continuing debate. What is a myth is to believe suddenly you can get great savings, because the function, in most cases, has to be performed. Some of the functions save no money at all. Advisory committees, and all that, need nothing. If you look at the big spending on public bodies, it is functions which the state will perform in one way or another. In some cases they could be performed in Departments, and that is a matter for you politicians, not for me. 

Let’s say I am struck by the fact that Governments which say, “We are going to cut the number of public bodies” invariably create new ones. I sometimes raise my eyebrows when I see there is going to be a new body. On that score, you do think, sometimes, “Why?” Brexit will be quite an interesting test of that, and, indeed, one or two bodies have already started to alter their recruitments of the type of people they want as non-executives. 

Q43 John Stevenson: So you do not get involved in any way, suggesting, for example, that there are two bodies that are very similar.

Peter Riddell: No. Absolutely not. I don’t get involved in that at all. I may have private views on it. No, I deal with the results of it. My concern is a slightly different one—and I communicated this on Brexit: it is that, if you are going to create new bodies, you should do it in an ordered, planned way. Do a structure. There is a quite interesting example: the Competition and Markets Authority, under your former colleague, Andrew Tyrie, deliberately looked for different types of new non-executives, given the authority’s different responsibilities. That strikes me as a perfectly sensible thing to do, and that involved a few changes. But no, I do not get involved in a number of bodies like that.

Q44 Chair: Peter, as you alluded to, you have one more year in post. Without this session being a valedictory finale for your time in office—you have plenty to do in that year—do you have thoughts on what your successor’s priorities might be and what might shape that? 

Peter Riddell: The first question is that there was a period of five years when my role and that of the first Civil Service Commissioner was performed by one person, David Normington. David was the first to admit that that was not ideal, because the roles are completely different. The Civil Service Commissioner is involved in appointing permanent secretaries and other senior civil servants, and I am a regulator dealing with a vast number of appointments. I would maintain the split. 

In a sense, it is about what you wish for. I hope my successor will have a more stable environment, going back to Mr Stevenson’s absolutely correct point and some of the other questions. It would then be easier to create an environment, particularly on diversity, where initiatives could be taken forward. 

On powers, there is one particular area: appointing the unappointable. I opposed it when it was put in the code, and I was not alone. I would quite like to see that ended. If a Minister does not think someone on a shortlist should be appointed, to my mind the answer is to have a fresh competition. It is a power that, once used, can be quite dangerous. I would much rather have that removed than anything else. 

That is my immediate reflection. There are also some things we have not talked about on how data is collected, which is rather important. I would like some quite important changes there. That is a technical but rather important area about the quality of data.

Chair: Part way through your evidence you mentioned the phrase “public service”. It is perhaps surprising that it was absent from our general discussion, because all public appointments are examples of public service. On behalf of the Committee, I thank you for your public service and your appearance this morning. I look forward to working with you in the year ahead. 

Peter Riddell: So do I. Thank you very much indeed. It is always interesting to talk about what you do, and I hope that I have a chance to reappear in front of the Committee before I go. I will let you know about the stages of the succession. When that is activated, I will let you know. I also hope to do some more considered reflections on the future. 

Chair: Thank you very much indeed.
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