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ANY QUESTIONS?

TX:  	09/10/09  2000-2050

PRESENTER:	Eddie Mair

PANELLISTS:	Rt Hon Nick Brown MP – Government Chief Whip
	Rt Hon William Hague MP – Shadow Foreign Secretary
	Sir Menzies Campbell CBE QC MP – Former Liberal Democrat Leader
	Gillian Tett – Assistant Editor of the Financial Times

FROM:	Walbottle Campus Technology College, Newcastle Upon Tyne

MAIR
Hello and welcome to Any Questions? from Walbottle Campus Technology College on the outskirts of Newcastle on Tyne. This part of England is very much the stomping ground of Nick Brown, the government’s Chief Whip and  minister for the North East. They call him Newcastle Brown. As, as a postal strike looms it’s worth remembering that perhaps unusually for the Chief Whip,Mr Brown was said to be relaxed about internal Labour dissent over plans to part privatise the Royal Mail. During Tony Blair’s time in office he was seen as one of Gordon Brown’s closest allies back in the days when he had them. But one Brown can still rely on another if Nick Brown’s reaction to Gordon’s conference speech is any guide. He said “It was absolutely excellent. Certainly what was needed”. Gillian Tett is an assistant editor at the Financial Times. Three years ago she predicted a potential credit crisis after identifying a revolution taking place in the market. A story she told in her book published this year – Fool’s Gold:How an Ingenious Tribe of Bankers Rewrote the Rules of Finance, Made a Fortune and Unleashed a Catastrophe. The clue’s in the title. But she has insights far beyond economics. During her PhD she spent a year in Tajikistan where she wore local clothes, spoke the language and learned how to milk a goat. Something she plans to fall back on should things go totally wrong with the economy. And from old goats we move on ..  [LAUGHS] .. to, to William Hague the Shadow Foreign, the Shadow Foreign Secretary who it turns out is even younger than we thought. He is of course famed for his conference speech when he was no more than a child but in a candid interview with The Times this week he said “That was where I was born, on the stage at Blackpool” which makes William Hague thirty two years old. [LAUGHS] Of that crucial moment in his adolescence he told the paper “It was only three minutes long but the old ladies are still going on about it”. He’s leading the campaign to stop Tony Blair from becoming President of Europe, urging him instead to make some real money on the after dinner circuit. At his own Party Conference recently Sir Menzies Campbell said that if the Tories win the election the Liberal Democrats may be forced to work with Labour. Like William Hague Sir Ming was a Party Leader though he’s a little older, at thirty three. He took over at the top of the Liberal Democrats in two thousand and six but stood down the following year with the Party at twenty percent in the polls saying that questions about his leadership were getting in the way of the Party’s progress. Today the Party is at eighteen percent. And that’s our panel. [APPLAUSE] And here’s our first question.

WALLACE
Daniel Wallace. I am halfway through my GCSE courses. Can I have them now? I hear premature prizes are in vogue.

MAIR
Ah now, is this a reference to President Obama? 

WALLACE
 It is yeah.

MAIR
And his Nobel Prize for Peace. Nick Brown?

BROWN
What do you intend to do to earn it? 

WALLACE
Well just as much as Obama’s done apparently.

BROWN
Right. [APPLAUSE] It’s a smart answer and we ought to change places but since I’m not going to get out of it that easy, easily, let me, let me observe this. I don’t think in my adult life in politics I’ve ever known so much hope and so much aspiration be pinned on just one man. President Obama’s election and the things that he’s done immediately I think are set to change the course of the history for the next generation. And the two most obvious points are his search for a peace process in the Middle East and more generally which he has set out to do early and pretty boldly. And his acceptance of the case – I know this sounds pretty obvious to a European audience but in the United States it’s not so. He has accepted the scientific case for climate change and said that America must put itself at the forefront of the endeavours to combat climate change. And again he has set out to do so. Now these are I think very, very great things. And if he can make progress on a peace settlement, an enduring peace settlement embracing countries like Iran as well as the, fulfilling the aspirations of the Palestinian people and giving Israel the security it craves, then this will be a fantastic thing to do. And to have an American President embark upon that journey is of itself I think a very great thing. 

MAIR
But is the Nobel Prize premature?

BROWN
I, I understand the case that says that it is. But I think and perhaps this rather belies my answer, I hope that it is not. 

MAIR
Sir Menzies Campbell?

CAMPBELL
Well prizes usually go to winners rather than competitors don’t they?  I was in the Mile High Stadium in Denver about thirteen, fourteen months ago when Barack Obama accepted the nomination of the Democratic Party for the presidential campaign. And I was infused with hope. Because it seemed that this was a new kind of politics. And in particular it was a very new kind of politics for the United States. First of all he was very obviously the first black person ever to be nominated to the highest office of that country. But he inherited a quite astonishingly complex foreign policy agenda, like Iran, like the Middle East and of course Afghanistan. And so far, so far as Iran is concerned some progress has been made. But there’s not much evidence of the kind of progress on the Middle East which we’ve all expected. And even as we’re having this discussion he’s engaged in a series of important meetings in Washington with senior advisers to decide what to do about Afghanistan. And in that sense therefore I think this is premature. I understand that it’s a kind of down payment. But he has a lot of domestic difficulties not least on the question of the provision of health services in the United States. And therefore rather as he seemed to suggest himself it’s come as a great surprise. And rather as the Republicans have already tried to do it sort of hangs a burden of expectation round him that he may not be able to achieve or to deal with. I think it is understandable but I’m afraid to say I think it’s wrong.

MAIR
Gillian Tett?

TETT
Well I must say I’m apt to agree. Because the problem is that if you put people on pedestals there’s only one way off the pedestal and that’s to be knocked off it. And I was in America only this week and there’s a very striking change of mood if you watch television or talk to people, that a lot of the original excitement about his election is starting to be replaced with a sense of cynicism partly because of this long debate about health care reform. So I’m not surprised that Obama himself expressed some ambivalence about this. Frankly it just raises the risk that we’re going to have an emotional rollercoaster surrounding him. 

MAIR
William Hague?

HAGUE
Well it is a surprise, there’s no doubt about that. But I don’t think its’s so difficult to defend, the award of the Nobel Prize to President Obama. For one thing that the Nobel Prize is not always awarded for things that have already been achieved. It is sometimes awarded for encouragement. It was awarded to Nelson Mandela and F W De Klerk in South Africa in the early nineteen nineties when they had not completed the dismantling of apartheid. So it can be awarded to egg somebody on. I’m afraid Daniel your GCSEs can’t be awarded on that same basis. But it’s also not so difficult to defend it when you think that if, in my view, the two greatest threats to the peace of the world over the next ten, twenty years are nuclear proliferation which if it happens will bring an arms race in the, nuclear arms race in the Middle East and climate change which if it goes un-arrested will bring wars over land and water and other resources. And President Obama has changed the position of the United States on climate change. Without that change it’s very hard to reach an international agreement. And he has shown terrific leadership on the issue of nuclear proliferation with a speech he made in Prague earlier this year running up to the major international conference that will review the non-proliferation treaty next year. 

MAIR
But I heard someone say ..

HAGUE
And so it is valid to encourage him and it is valid to recognise those accomplishments in prospect.

MAIR
But I heard someone say today that if you give the Nobel Peace Prize to everyone who says they want a nuclear-free world then Miss World would win it every year. [LAUGHS]

HAGUE
Well Miss World didn’t give the great speech in Prague that President Obama gave and she wasn’t in a position to change the United States’ position on climate change. The President of the United States is. And therefore I think it is, it is appropriate and I don’t think we should criticise it and I wouldn’t be much of a Shadow Foreign Secretary anyway if I criticised the award of it to the President of the United States of America. 

MAIR
Right. You may have a different view. Our telephone number for Any Answers is 03700 100444. That’s 03700 100444. Or you can email us any.answers@bbc.co.uk. Let’s have our next question please.

SHARMAN
Martin Sharman.  Will the striking unions be the downfall of the Royal Mail?

MAIR
Menzies Campbell?

CAMPBELL
Not the downfall. But I think they will do very serious damage to an institution, a corporation which is already facing a struggle against modernisation. What are the two things about the provision of postal services in this country? First of all it’s a universal service and secondly we have certainty of delivery. Well, this service has been heavily disrupted in recent weeks. And if they have a strike it will be even more disrupted. And already you will have seen a number of companies which use Royal Mail for the d... for sending out goods for things that people order by post or by telephone or even on the internet, and saying they’re going to go elsewhere. And the risk is that this kind of disruption will make the position of the Post Office even more precarious, will be against the interests of the very people who are choosing to withdraw their labour. Part of the problem is there are alternatives now. I had to pay an insurance policy for contents the other day. I did it by picking up the telephone. I didn’t write a cheque and send it through the post. People can order books and things of that kind by email. If the postal services are disrupted what will we do? We’ll find alternative ways of doing our business. And that can only mean that people will be less likely to go back to the Post Office when things settle down. So I think it’s a very, very risky thing to do. I think it could be deeply damaging yet again to the Post Office and will only serve to compound the difficulties which it has to face against the problems, first of all of competition and also the challenges of modernisation. I very much hope that management and unions will find a way to avoid further disruption. 

MAIR
Gillian Tett?

TETT
Well I’d point out that the timing of it is potentially quite suicidal because they’ve announced it and have given the retailers just enough time to look for alternatives before Christmas and already you’re hearing stories about a number of businesses that are trying to do that. And so we may well see that this coming Christmas, this whole flood of business you would normally have associated with the Royal Mail ends up being diverted elsewhere. And if that happens as Sir Menzies has pointed out, it’s going to make the problem so much worse.

MAIR
Where do your sympathies lie though? Because many of the union members say they’ve been pushed to this by poor management.

TETT
Well it certainly doesn’t look as if it’s a very well run company. The problem is that it’s sort of neither fish nor fowl. It’s neither a properly privatised company that’s competing aggressively against the other competitors that are coming in nor is it a proper utility. 

MAIR
William Hague?

HAGUE
Well it’s got huge problems, Royal Mail, even without a strike which unfortunately will only make them worse. Its business is going down by something like ten per cent a year of normal letter deliveries and things like that. It’s got a huge pension fund deficit. It hasn’t been very well run I think. I think the management has often been very poor in recent times. And so you can sympathise with the people working for it who are, who have a very uncertain future because of that. Nevertheless I think the answer to it is not to go on strike, which will be tragically counter productive. It will as others have said only encourage people to look for other ways of doing things. People will say well I’m going to send my Christmas cards by email this year and then will get into the habit of doing so. So it will only make it worse. But the answer is even though they’ve voted for a strike to now negotiate to try to settle it and for the government to get on with providing some actual certainty because there was the Hooper Review  which made some clear recommendations. Peter Mandelson, the most powerful minister, even more powerful than Nick Brown said it was essential that this was taken forward, the part-privatisation that would allow the pension fund deficit to be dealt with as well and then mysteriously a few months ago while this was going through parliament it stopped all together. So they now have the worst of all worlds – a strike and a great uncertainty over the management and the direction of Royal Mail in the future. The government should provide the certainty and the unions should try to settle the strike. That is the way forward.

MAIR
Nick Brown, the question is will the striking unions be the downfall of the Royal Mail?

BROWN
Not on their own. But the situation is very difficult. I mean I regard myself as a friend of postal workers. As you know I’m very close to the trade unions. But I, my own view and my candid advice is not to go on strike. There is some certainty. The government is guaranteeing the universal service. The issue is about the Royal Mail itself. It lost ten per cent of its business last year, year on year the trends are remorseless. People are communicating with each other by text, by email, by mobile telephone and are using the postal services less. There are, there is one trend moving in the opposite direction which of course is internet shopping. Everyone believes that the Royal Mail has millions of customers, each of whom use it a few times a year. That is not the case. The Royal Mail actually relies on a very small number of very, very large customers and they have alternatives. So any disruption of service will of course lead to those who rely on getting their products delivered looking elsewhere. I think, I mean the position is difficult. I think the Royal Mail can come through this. But the only way it will get through it is by conducting negotiations and trying to reach and agreement. It is in the interests of everybody that the service is modernised. That bring, means bringing in new technologies, new ways of working. Resistant, resisting it I think is absolutely hopeless. So my ..

MAIR
And how much ..

BROWN
.. my very strong advice to my friends in the unions is to keep talking. And it is perhaps fair to point out that although they’ve voted for industrial action, by a very large margin, let me say, which is, shows you just how strong feeling is, they haven’t taken it yet and it may be that they’re just strengthening the hands of their negotiators. 

MAIR
To pick up on William Hague’s ..

BROWN
I hope, I hope so.

MAIR
To pick up on William Hague’s point how much has government action or inaction contributed to this?

BROWN
Well no, essentially this is an industrial issue and it has to be sorted out between the two parties. I don’t think anything, I mean the government ..

MAIR
Things wouldn’t have been different if you’d got on with part-privatisation?

BROWN
The government proposition that is controversial in the Labour Party, indeed the parliamentary Labour Party is the part-privatisation. And in current market conditions I think it would be unwise to sell anything that the state owns. Market conditions are not right.

HAGUE
But Nick, the bill that was going through parliament did not require the part- privatisation to take place now. It was simply an enabling bill to allow that to take place whenever the market conditions were appropriate. So why did Peter Mandelson drop this bill and add to all the uncertainty about Royal Mail’s future?

BROWN
You must invite him on this programme and ask the certain questions. 

HAGUE
Surely the Chief Whip can speak on his behalf.

BROWN
Wait a minute. I mean William’s making a fair point here. The, the fact of the matter is that market conditions are not right at the moment. That is only a partial answer. It is also brutally true that the issue is very, very controversial in the Labour Party, particularly in the parliamentary Labour Party. My own view on this for what its worth is that ownership is not the core problem. The core problem is the modernisation programme. And all our endeavours, if we wish the Royal Mail well, is to push the modernisation programme through and to make sure that the employees are properly looked after as it is done.

MAIR
But you can’t explain what Lord Mandelson’s thinking is on this?

BROWN
I think it would be fairer for you to ask him. 

MAIR
And as I understand it he gets asked regularly and hasn’t so far taken up an invitation. That’s disappointing isn’t it?

BROWN
Well at least he hasn’t blamed me for it. So there we are. [LAUGHS]

MAIR
Let’s have our next question please. 

WILKINSON
Peter Wilkinson. Should terms such as “Paki” be acceptable in society if used without malice for example as a nickname as recently suggested by Bruce Forsyth in the Strictly Come Dancing furore?

MAIR
Yes Bruce Forsyth this week said he claimed the term “Paki” was as harmless as “Limeys”. He went on in a clarification to say the use of racially offensive language is never either funny or acceptable. But it’s worth noting what he went on to say – “There is a major difference between this and racist comments which are malicious in intent and whilst I accept that we live in a world of extraordinary political correctness we should keep things in perspective”. Gillian Tett?

TETT
Well the topic of Strictly Come Dancing is something that’s quite dear to my heart, because I have two young daughters and we spend Saturday nights boogying around the living room trying to copy the dance moves. We had quite a problem last weekend with the Pas de Diablo. But I mean my own view is that “Paki” is clearly an unpleasant term. It shouldn’t be used. However he did apologise pretty quickly and unreservedly I understand. And there is such a thing as forgiveness. And I think that having said sorry that people should recognise that and move on. 

MAIR
But our questioner wants to know if the term is acceptable if it’s used without malice for example as a nickname between friends say. 

TETT
I think it’s unwise. I mean I, I take the point about the difference between being used with malice and without malice. But I still think it’s a rather unpleasant word that probably is best not used.

MAIR
Nick Brown?

BROWN
I don’t like jokes or terms of affection where the victim has to laugh at the joke and pretend to be a good sport but actually underneath is hurt by it. So no I don’t think you should say “Oh well you look like a Paki”. As everybody here knows I was not watching the programme – you’ll suspect this deep in your heart. So I didn’t, I didn’t, I didn’t see the thing that’s referred to. But it seems to me wrong. And I think if somebody makes a mistake, apologises for it and the person who was on the receiving end accepts the apology you move on. I mean there are degrees of causing offence. But as a general rule if you are making a joke at someone else’s expense and you don’t mean it really hurtfully but they might take it that way I think you have to think about that as well. Making victims laugh at jokes that hurt them really is wrong. And we shouldn’t do it.

MAIR
I do want to dig a little deeper into this. First of all it wasn’t on the programme itself. It’s something that took place behind the scenes. You didn’t have to see it. And the questioner is quite specific. Should the term, should terms such as “Paki” be acceptable in society if used without malice? This is about context.

BROWN
Yeah but what, what my point is that what to you might be without malice to the victim even if they feel obliged to smile back might actually feel like an insult and they might be very hurt by it.

MAIR
So it’s always unacceptable?

BROWN
So, so it logically follows that you shouldn’t do it.

MAIR
Menzies Campbell?

CAMPBELL
Well my advice to Bruce Fothy.., Bruce Forsyth is stick to what you’re good at – making jokes on Saturday night and don’t get embroiled of this kind. Limey is a word which was used of British people – why? For historical reasons. Because lime juice was served on British ships to prevent British sailors getting scurvy. It is not in any way offensive. It identifies something of a historical nature. The word “Paki” has been used on so many occasions in the past with racial connotations and often with violence attached to these connotations. And I say that with the experience of someone who prosecuted serious crime in Scotland for four years during my professional career at the bar. In my view it’s a word which should never be used. It’s a word which even in context – and whatever the context is I’m not sure – but even in context carries extremely unpleasant connotations and implications. It shouldn’t have been used even in jest. But as someone’s already pointed out the person who used it, he upset his partner. She walked out I understand. He immediately apologised. She accepted the apology and therefore the matter should be regarded as closed. And that’s why I repeat my advice to Mr Bruce Forsyth – stick to what you’re good at. 

MAIR
William Hague people at your conference sometimes get applause for railing against political correctness which is something Bruce Forsyth has mentioned. How do you respond to our questioner?

HAGUE
Actually I’m not generally one of those people. I really agree with Ming Campbell on what he’s just been saying let me say, an unusual word in defence of political correctness, because it is, it is often just the current form of politeness. There may be more extreme versions. But a lot of what we call political correctness is just what is our current concept of politeness in society, and involves not saying things that people find offensive. Now their definition of what they find offensive may change over time but it is usually best to respect that and to, to avoid saying things that upset large numbers of other people. That’s part of having a harmonious society, if we can achieve it. So I do think it is a mistake to use words like this, even in jest. You can’t, you can’t easily distinguish of course on all, in all circumstances whether they are being used in jest, in any case. So it is best to avoid them. And it should have been avoided in this case, even rehearsing for Strictly Come Dancing. But when the individual concerned clearly isn’t, isn’t a racist and didn’t mean, isn’t going to do it again and has given a fulsome apology I also agree that that should be the end of the matter and we should all now be able to move on from it without any more great news coverage of this particular incident.

TETT
I mean at the end of the day it is basically a dancing competition, not a political debate.

MAIR
All right. It may well be that you’ve been on the receiving end of the term we’re discussing. Perhaps you’ve used it in jest, never mean it offensively. Feel free to call Any Answers after the Saturday edition of Any Questions. The phone number is 03700 100444. 03700 100444. Let’s have our next question please.

QUINN
George Quinn. In view of General Dannatt’s recent alliance with the Conservative Party, will the new Chief of the General Staff, General Sir David Richards feel that his impartiality has been undermined?

MAIR
William Hague?

HAGUE
Well I hope not. I don’t think he need do so. I think it is good to make use of people’s expertise, not only who are serving currently in a senior military position or whatever other position but those who have retired from it. The, one of the reasons we welcomed General Sir Richard Dannatt is that here we are six or seven months from a general election. We hope to win that election. We don’t take it for granted in any way but obviously we hope to win that election. There is no transition period. It’s not like America where there is then three months to prepare for government if you win an election. The following day you take office. And from that day if we won we would be responsible for decisions made about Afghanistan, for decisions that directly affect the safety of our troops. We are straight into it. And we do our best. You know we go to Afghanistan. We meet the army. We study everything that is happening but we’re not in government. We’re not privy to all the information that we might want to be privy to. So we have to prepare as best as possible. And we think that having someone like General Dannatt, former General Dannatt as it will be advising us in that period and able to advise us when we come to, if and when we come to office, is very valuable. And if it helps, if that helps us to avoid one casualty or to achieve some earlier success, or to bring troops home earlier than would otherwise be the case then it will have been worth it, whatever the party political considerations. And that is how, that is why we’re, we welcome his help. It doesn’t down grade in any way the absolutely indispensible advice and service of those still working and leading the armed forces. So it’s purely motivated by that. I think it may be a good thing for the country and it will certainly be helpful to the next government.

MAIR
The General did seem to imply in his comments that there was a, a lack of knowledge of this subject in the Conservative Party, the top of the Conservative Party. Would you agree with that?

HAGUE
Oh I don’t think there’s – well we’re, we, as I say we’re not privy to every piece of intelligence information. We’re not able to have daily meetings which we’d like to have in government with military advisors and so on. We do our utmost – David Cameron has been several times to Afghanistan. I’ve been there with him. Liam Fox is a regular visitor. We do everything we can within the confines of opposition to make sure that we are fully briefed. But can we learn more? Can we understand more? Well yes we can. And I hope this, that General Dannatt joining our ranks is going to help us to do so. 

MAIR
Nick Brown the question is about the impartiality of the armed forces.

BROWN
I know it’s a terrible thing to admit on a programme of this kind. But I don’t actually feel as strongly about this as perhaps I ought to. It is not unusual for very senior figures in the military to be to the centre right in their politics. And it’s not, it doesn’t just pertain to our country. I think it pertains to most nations with developed armed services. So the fact that General Dannatt, now that he’s left office wants to join the Party he feels most comfortable with, the Conservative Party, I think good luck, good luck to him. But I would make this point. One of the great protections for British citizens, for all of you who are governed by ministers, Labour ministers at the minute – who knows what the future holds. One of the great protections for you is that ministers are professionally advised. And what you expect from a professional advisor is of course professionalism, expertise. By the very nature of democratic politics most politicians are generalists rather than specialists so you expect to have the very best specialist advice that is available to our country there for you when you need it. And you expect it to be given to you independently in the spirit of public service. And if that is undermined in, in any way, we will lose something very precious. So I, I think I would have preferred it if there’d been what is called a break between the leaving of military office and the joining of party politics. But I think that’s the only point I would make. I don’t, I don’t take offence that a senior member of the military has Conservative politics and in retirement wants to help the, the political party he supports.

MAIR
But the timing was wrong. 

BROWN
Well I think it should have been – if I think any, if I’ve got any strong view about this at all and I, you know I don’t want to overstate it, I think there should have been a gap when Admiral West joined us. He’d been out of his professional career for a year before he became, came into ministerial office and of course he doesn’t advise on defence. He advises on security issues. And does it, does it very well. We’re lucky to have him. So I don’t, I don’t grudge the Conservatives their specialist advice. But be careful what the taking of General Dannatt on board does for the relationship between the democratically elected politicians and the people who now have the responsibility even in opposition of giving advice to the opposition parties as well as they advise ..

MAIR
All right. 

BROWN
.. the governing party.

MAIR
Menzies Campbell, do you have qualms?

CAMPBELL
Well I do have a strong view. And so too do senior commanders in all three services at the moment and those who have recently retired. And on the train on the way up here actually ... a telephone call from a former senior military figure who was at pains to explain to me just the extent to which there is dismay among him and his colleagues because they have always held the impartiality and the non-politicisation of the senior ranks of the armed services as being absolutely fundamental to their obligation which is after all to the Queen and not to any government. Timing is quite wrong in my view. I think there’s been an error of judgment. I happen to know Sir Richard Dannatt. I think he’s a man of great sincerity or, of enormous passion, very outspoken on behalf of those in the army for whom he was responsible. But I think in this case he’s made an error of judgment. And I have to say that I think that David Cameron and Liam Fox ought to have been aware of the pitfalls associated with this. They are after all politicians. And they should have understood that there were political implications. The other point I want to make is this. That you can make your expertise available without necessarily being a member, an active member of a political party. And there’s a very good practical example for whom very few of you may have heard, but the man who was responsible for the Trident programme, the Ministry of Defence, unhappily recently died, he was called Sir Michael Quinlan. Now when the proposals came to renew the Trident programme then he was willing to speak to opposition parties, to speak to the government, to speak to anyone who wanted to draw on his experience and advice. I think there may well have been a place for Sir Richard Dannatt in the House of Lords. But the best place for that would have been on the cross benches making his expertise and his commitment to the armed services available to people of all political persuasions and of none.

MAIR
Gillian Tett?

TETT
Well I would echo many of those comments about the specific case of Sir Richard Dannatt. But there’s one general point I would make. Which is that speaking as the only non-politician on the panel I think there is a perception amongst many ordinary people today in England and the rest of the UK that politics has been overrun by professional politicians who spent their entire life just working in politics. And somehow we do need to look at how one can bring in more non-professional politicians, more people towards the end of their career who’ve got a wealth of experience to offer, bring those into the political process without kicking up this kind of fire storm. 

MAIR
William Hague how do you respond to Menzies Campbell’s suggestion that the General could easily have given you the sort of advice that you crave without the party political tie?

HAGUE
Well a couple of points there. I think in many, in normal times, great weight attaches to the arguments that Ming has put. But these are not normal times. Just on the news that we were listening to as this programme began, there was another British solider killed in Afghanistan. And so a period of waiting which was one of the points that Ming and Nick made is difficult to contemplate here when the, he, General Dannatt can only join us after the November twenty second when he isn’t in the army any more and we’re expecting an election by, well there has to be an election by June. And on the, and the other point about you can use our expertise anyway, well there is the option if someone becomes a member of the House of Lords in your Party of making them a minister. David Cameron has made no comment, no commitment about that. That doesn’t necessarily follow from what’s happened with General Sir Richard Dannatt. Btu then you have that option. You have them in the, in their Party. The Labour government have made some ministers who are not in their Party. But on the whole they haven’t proved very durable. Nearly all of them have now left. And so maybe we need a different approach to that. So it does increase the ability to bring them into government if you wish to do so.

MAIR
Just on a point of fact – I’ll let Ming Campbell come back in in a second – but for how long has the General been talking to the Conservative Party leadership about this new role?

HAGUE
Since last week. 

MAIR
Ming Campbell?

CAMPBELL
David Cameron’s response to that question suggested that the conversations may have taken place over a rather longer period. But I’m not in a position ..

HAGUE
Well let me clarify that in that case.

CAMPBELL
Yeah.

HAGUE
Because the, the conv... the conversation with him about this, about his role which was Eddie’s question was last Wednesday okay, so that is last week. Has he given, have we had conversations with General Dannatt over the last few years? Well of course we have. But not about anything to do with joining the Conservative Party. We’ve had them because we want to be briefed. We’ve had them because we meet him at functions, just in the same way that, that Ming, that Ming, you and I meet leading members of the armed forces in so many different ways. But on this specific role last week.

CAMPBELL
I’m going to do something perhaps we don’t often do in this but try and answer the question. Because I think it was related to whether David Richards would in any way be put off. Well anyone who knows Sir David Richards will know that he is his own man and will be well able to stick up for himself. But one last point I’d like to make. Afghanistan is enormously important. Of that there is no doubt whatsoever. But remember Afghanistan is not the only defence issue. I mentioned in passing the Trident issue. And that’s something upon which we all need expert advice. So although Sir Richard has a particular expertise in a particular area doesn’t necessarily mean that he’s expert in all areas of defence.

MAIR
All right. Thank you for that. The telephone number for Any Answers – 03700 700444 as we take our next question please.

TAYLOR
Spencer Taylor. Is big government to blame for Britain’s broken society?

MAIR
Gillian Tett?

TETT
Gosh. I think there are a number of things which are to blame for the current mess we’re in. Terrible distortions in the financial system. I would certainly add in, I mean global imbalances in the world economy. But I would certainly add in the problem of an overly expanded state in the last few years. 

MAIR
So big government is part of the problem?

TETT
I think it probably is yes. 

MAIR
And what do you mean by big government or which bits of government do you think have contributed to the problem?

TETT
Well in the most basic terms the amount of spending, government spending as a proportion of GDP is simply unsustainable. 

MAIR
Nick Brown?

BROWN
Well I think we’ve got problems but I don’t believe that our society is broken. And I think the answer to the question – I mean you know the, a yes or a no answer is never wholly right but if that, if it has to be one or the other the answer is no. In, if you reflect government is actually underpinning a lot of our society at the minute. I mean the government owns things that it never sought out to own. There are aging Trotskyites of my acquaintance who used to demand that I nationalise the, the top two hundred and fifty monopolies and the entire banking system. And now very late on in my political career I’m in a government that has done these things involuntarily they’re beginning to think again about the parliamentary road. But it is the government’s intention to divest itself of these things as the economy grows again, as we get through the downturn, as market conditions improve and it’s sensible to return these things to the private sector. And of course we will, with the proceeds be able to reduce the, reduce the deficit. I also think that a lot of public service is necessary. The economic development body that we have here in the North East has created jobs, underpinned innovative business expansions and new developments. You know you think of the battery plant coming to Nissan to underpin the electric car. You think of the offshore wind farm opportunities on the North Bank. 

MAIR
And I’m sure the list could go on. I just wonder whether you think big government is a good idea.

BROWN
The, well I just said the, these things wouldn’t have happened without the state giving a helping hand. So I think the government is involuntarily bigger than it wants to be at the minute. But you can’t extrapolate from the present circumstances ..

MAIR
Involuntarily?

BROWN
Yeah because we’ve, cos there have been failures in the private market place, but particularly in the provision of capital and so the state has had to step in. The alternative was to let things collapse. And in the home of Northern Rock we know more about that up here than most.

MAIR
William Hague?

HAGUE
Well it partly depends doesn’t it on, on how big you mean. We all believe that government should be bigger than it was in the eighteenth century or even in the early part of the twentieth century, there is a political consensus about that. But if it gets too big it can contribute to the problems and contribute to that broken society, in all kinds of ways. It can with the lack of incentives to work. David Cameron was giving the example in his speech yesterday of somebody earning a hundred and fifty pounds a week who faces a marginal tax rate of ninety six percent. If she earns one pound more ninety six pence is taken away. When you’ve got to that level of taxation on people at that level of income, government is too big or at least it’s not organising its taxation system very well. If you have a method of trying to get people back into work which has too much relied on state organisations we can do much better. And the current government have experimented with it a bit but we could do much better with private providers who are paid by results. And they only get paid if they get people into work and into sustainable employment with all the, the attitude or the qualifications or the training that is necessary to do that. So you can do better by using a diversity of resources and by encouraging a voluntary sector. You know we know the state can’t adequately protect everybody. We’ve had so many scandals in Social Services departments where they say well everybody did their job. But they ticked all the necessary boxes, they still didn’t know that something terrible was happening in their midst. And that shows that you need families, and communities and voluntary organisations to be active as well. So big government cannot be the answer. If it was the Soviet Union would have become the most successful society on earth. And that means we need a balance and at the moment we’ve got that balance wrong. Our state is big but our society is not big enough. 

MAIR
Sir Menzies Campbell?

CAMPBELL
Well I don’t believe we have a broken society. I’m never quite sure what “broken society” means. It means perhaps things happening of which I personally disapprove. But actually if you think about this country society is not broken. There’s still a sense of responsibility a sense of pride in what we do. I was at the service this morning in the, in London, St Paul’s Cathedral. There was a sense of pride in the bravery shown by those who have gone to Iraq. There was a sense of their responsibility, indeed the Archbishop of Canterbury made very interesting, gave a very interesting sermon on exactly these topics. There are, there’s a sense of obligation towards one another. And I don’t believe therefore that we have a broken society. I think we have a series of problems of which the financial one is obviously the most pressing. But just let me put this point to you if I may. What would have happened if we had treated Northern Rock and the Royal Bank of Scotland in the same way as the American government treated Lehman Brothers? The consequences for the economy of this country would have been catastrophic. It was only government intervention which prevented such catastrophic consequences. And indeed you could argue very strongly that the problems experienced in relation to Northern Rock and the Royal Bank of Scotland were not because of the intervention of government but because of the failure of government to intervene and to provide a proper system of regulation. My argument with the government is authoritarianism. More than three and a half thousand new crimes have been, have been put on the statute book since this government came into power. The interference of local authorities into the private lives of citizens depending on what kind of rubbish they put out and when they put it out. The use of powers which were designed for one purpose being used for quite different purposes without any proper control. The extraordinary rash of CCTV. All of these things seem to me to reflect an authoritarianism on the part of this government. And that’s what I want to roll back. 

MAIR
All right. Thank you.

CAMPBELL
I want this government to accept that individual freedom and personal liberty should be right at the very heart of the way of life of the British people. 

MAIR
Thank you for that. Gillian Tett? [APPLAUSE]

TETT
I mean there certainly has been a very striking paradox over the past decade in that although the amount of government spending as a proportion of GDP has been raising steadily there has been this extraordinary hands off attitude towards the financial sector which did stoke up many of the problems that we’ve seen explode off the last couple of years. 

MAIR
William Hague?

HAGUE
I just want to say I don’t agree with Ming that we don’t have a broken society. I was at, at four o'clock this afternoon in my constituency on a housing estate. I was visiting a lady whose door had been petrol bombed by local youths who were bullying her son whenever he went to school who tried to tear down the fence at the back. That is a f... however many police you have you can’t be watching all of those things. The fact that that goes on in those estates is a failure of families to keep their children in check, of communities to set the right standards within that community and that’s why big government isn’t the answer. Stronger communities and families are. 

MAIR
All right. It was a big question. [APPLAUSE] And I look forward to hearing ..

CAMPBELL
...

MAIR
Look, hold on, I just want to get in another question in before we go if you don’t mind on another subject and let’s hear it please. 

BRERETON
Nick Brereton. If there is water on the moon would the panel like to nominate somebody to go and live there. [LAUGHS] 

MAIR
William Hague? [APPLAUSE]

HAGUE
I’m slightly tempted by Peter Mandelson actually. [LAUGHS] Because wouldn’t it be good, amidst all the titles of First Secretary of State and Lord of this and Lord of everything else he could be Moon Walker as well. [LAUGHS]

MAIR
Gillian, Gillian Tett?

TETT
Well since Barack Obama appears to be able to conquer all before him at the moment maybe we should send him up to the moon for a quick recce.

MAIR
Menzies Campbell?

CAMPBELL
If there’s water on the moon I hope there’s enough for a large yacht owned by a Russian magnate and therefore we could send both George Osborne and Peter Mandelson. [APPLAUSE]

MAIR
Nick Brown this is the bit where you defend Peter Mandelson. [LAUGHS]

BROWN
Yeah. But the question was .. [LAUGHS] Look the question was who would you send if there is water on the moon. 

MAIR
Yes. 

BROWN
Well I was just churning over who you might send if there wasn’t. No, there isn’t anybody I would particularly want to send to the moon at all. 

MAIR
I’m not accepting that as an answer. We’re not accepting that are we?

TETT & AUDIENCE
No. 

MAN
No.

HAGUE
I think that means he agrees with Peter Mandelson. [LAUGHS]

BROWN
Well if you’re all going to pick on me I’ll go myself. [LAUGHS] [APPLAUSE]

MAIR
Well that, those are all the questions for Any Questions. If you want to take part in Any Answers after the Saturday broadcast of the programme the telephone number is 03700 100444. Or you can email any.answers@bbc.co.uk. I’m grateful to Nick Brown, Sir Menzies Campbell, William Hague and Gillian Tett. And we’ll be back with among others Grant Shapps, Viv Groskop and Howard Davies in next week’s Any Questions?  Thanks for listening.

END OF TRANSCRIPT

