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THE CASE FOR COLLECTIVE DECISION-TAKING


Note by Paul Britton 



This note sets out briefly as a basis for discussion the case for collective decision-taking by Government. It also considers whether there should be exceptions. It is a response to the feeling at our November meeting that if we were going to defend robustly the case for collective decision-taking at the seminar planned for the Spring, we needed to be clear about the arguments we would use. The note is largely based on the paper about Cabinet Government which we published in 2011 and which is, I believe, still on our website. 

There are at least seven reasons why important Government decisions are best taken collectively.

Collective responsibility. All British Governments since the early 19th century have adhered to the convention of collective responsibility in which all Ministers defend the Government’s decisions even if they argued for something different in private. The convention has become an important part of our constitution. If it is to work, there must be a mechanism for members of the Government to participate in its key decisions.

Avoiding presidentialism. We do not in the UK have a presidential system of Government and the Prime Minister, not being directly elected, is formally primus inter pares amongst his colleagues. The power of Prime Ministers, whatever the formal position, depends on their ability to convince their party that they will ensure its re-election. In some circumstances, they could do this so successfully that they will marginalise any competitors and accrue to themselves exceptional power which could be used for personal advantage or to retain power indefinitely. The practice of Cabinet Government reduces this risk and is especially important as the UK lacks the formal separation of powers which in most systems of presidential Government (including, most notably, the USA) provides an essential safeguard against the concentration of too much power in the hands of one person.

Cohesion. Governments which take decisions collectively are more likely to be cohesive than those which do not. This does not mean that such Governments will always be cohesive, still less that they will be successful, but merely that cohesion is more likely to be achieved if the more senior Ministers have had an opportunity to influence the Government’s decisions.

Joined-up policy-making. The major policies that affect the business of only one department are few. Public policy is interconnected and the actions of one department can have an impact on the responsibilities of others. Often the interactions are not obvious. Also some of the most difficult and intractable social problems straddle the responsibilities of a number of departments. These connections are more likely to be made if decisions are taken collectively: indeed, our system of collective decision-taking is designed inter alia to provide a safety mechanism to identify collateral effects of proposals of which the originating department may not have been aware and it frequently does this.

Settling competing priorities. Government often requires Ministers to choose between competing priorities or to act in a way that has beneficial effects in one area but deleterious effects in another. These decisions can span the interests of several departments. Decisions made by the Prime Minister alone, perhaps acting with just one of the relevant Secretaries of State, may well not take proper account of the cons as well as the pros.

The need for challenge. No one has consistently good judgment and we are all influenced by our own experience and prejudices. We all make mistakes. Decisions taken collectively are more likely to be soundly based than those taken by a single Minister - including by the Prime Minister. This does not mean that all decisions have to be taken collectively or that those that are will invariably be better than those that are not, merely that bringing several minds to bear on the more important decisions is likely to produce a better outcome because the experience and savvy of a wider group of senior members of the government is brought to bear on the issue and because there is more likely to be a degree of challenge.

Legitimacy of the decision-takers. There is a risk that if too many decisions are taken in the centre - beyond the Prime Minister's own capacity to master the issues - the No 10 Special Advisors acquire too much influence and power. Since they are neither elected nor appointed on merit this raises important questions of legitimacy. 

Giving proper effect to collective responsibility is especially important in a coalition Government. Collective decision-taking in such a Government increases trust and cohesion, both of which are critical to a successful coalition.

We should acknowledge that there may be exceptions to the general rule that important decisions should be taken collectively.

Formally, the only major exception is by convention tax policy, decisions on which are for the Chancellor, consulting the Prime Minister. Even in the case of tax changes, some consultation with colleagues is normal where the change in question affects their policy interests but this is done bilaterally, not collectively.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Sometimes an exception has to be made in crises or in other cases of urgency or sensitivity. In these cases one would expect the Minister concerned to consult the Prime Minister and the Chairman of the relevant Cabinet Committee - together with the Chancellor if there are cost implications; and if the issue is important to write to colleagues collectively after the event for information or to validate what has been done. In national crises the Prime Minister, perhaps acting with a few colleagues, must have the freedom to take rapid decisions outside the normal Cabinet system.

Crises apart, are Prime Ministers ever justified in taking important decisions outside the Cabinet framework - deliberately keeping an issue away from their colleagues? Most modern Prime Ministers have done so to some degree and it would be unrealistic to expect that this should never happen because one cannot and should not take the politics out of Government. There may be issues of such sensitivity that the Prime Minister does not wish to risk consideration in Cabinet or Cabinet Committee. If the Government is prone to leaks, as most are from time to time, this may be especially understandable. There may be other difficult issues in respect of which the Prime Minister is clear about the approach needed but on which the Government is divided and the dynamics of discussion in a body as large as the modern Cabinet would make it hard to get the right solution. In either case the Prime Minister might be justified in dealing with the issue outside Cabinet. But this should be the exception not the rule.
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