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The Government thanks the House of Lords Communications Committee for its report into Government Communications. 
The Government agrees with the Committee that effective communication is one of the most important tasks of government. Ensuring that citizens have accurate and impartial understanding about government policies, activities and services is critical to the democratic process. The Government has made substantial progress towards implementing the findings of the Phillis Review in 2004, which set out a challenging agenda of change.
A Permanent Secretary for Government Communications was recruited in 2004, Howell James. His successor, Matt Tee, took up post in January 2009 and is taking forward further improvements including leading on digital engagement across government and strengthening our work on customer insight and behaviour change. 
The Government Communication Network (GCN) was established in January 2005, implementing another recommendation of the Phillis report. It supports civil service communicators in UK government departments, agencies, non-departmental public bodies. Four years on, GCN provides a best practice framework for communicators called Engage, a programme of events, courses, support to professional and regional network groups, advice and guidance on best practice, propriety, professional development and recruitment.  
Directgov provides a one-stop shop for citizens looking for key information from Government. Directgov now gets over 7 million hits per month and has delivered half a billion pages to users over the last 4 years. Business Link provides a similar and popular service for the 4.4m businesses in the UK.
Government has adapted and needs to continue to adapt to keep up with change. Guidelines have been produced to help government communicators exploit social media and new, especially digital, techniques are continually being used to engage people. 
Communications has real value in helping to develop policy by gaining insight into audiences and by motivating the civil service workforce and its agencies (such as the NHS, Prison Service and so on) to improve the lives of citizens..

The Government’s response to the Committee’s specific recommendations is set out below.

We appreciate that in the case of market sensitive information, or certain EU-wide announcements, it may not be practical or possible to inform Parliament first. In such cases, we recommend the Government should commit to return to Parliament at the earliest opportunity in order to give an account of developments.
The Government agrees with the Committee that it is not always practical or possible to inform Parliament first, of cases involving market sensitive information or certain EU-wide announcements. Where this is the case, and where the Government considers such announcements are of importance, the Government will inform Parliament at the earliest opportunity with an account of developments. 
We recommend that the Prime Minister draw all Ministers' attention to the guidance in the Ministerial Code that the most important announcements of Government policy should be made in the first instance to Parliament. Ministers should be reminded that trailing the content of announcements is incompatible with the Ministerial Code and the guidance of the Speaker of the House of Commons. This should be repeated at the start of every new Parliament. 
The Prime Minister should also issue clear instructions to all Ministers, and their staff, that new information should always be provided on a fair and equal basis to all interested journalists. This instruction, too, should be repeated at the start of every new Parliament.

This reflects the current position. The current version of the Ministerial Code published in July 2007, is the Prime Minister’s guidance to his Ministers on how he expects them to conduct themselves in public office. 

As the Committee notes in its Report, one of the key principles of the Ministerial Code is that: 

“When Parliament is in session, the most important announcements of Government policy should be made in the first instance to Parliament.” 

It also states:
              

 “Ministers should be as open as possible with Parliament and the public…..”

In addition, the Ministerial Code also includes an annex setting out the Seven Principles of Public Life, this includes a requirement for holders of public office to be as open as possible about the decisions and actions that they take, and to give reasons for their decisions and restrict information only when the wider public interest clearly demands.   

The Government therefore believes that the current arrangements provide for transparency in Ministers’ dealings with Parliament and the public, including journalists.  It is normal practice for the Ministerial Code to be published and updated after a General Election or when a new Prime Minister takes office.  Copies of the Code are issued to Ministers on appointment and during their induction.  
 We propose that, as a first step, the morning briefing, which is already open to all journalists, should be live on the Number 10 website. If television or radio broadcasters wished to use clips from that footage they could do so.
Transcripts of the twice daily lobby briefings are currently posted each day on the Number 10 website. The archive of transcripts on the site reaches back to 2007. 
The role of the Prime Minister’s Spokesperson is fundamentally different to that of the President’s spokesperson in the United States where a named and filmed spokesperson is filmed and can handle political questions.

The Prime Minister’s Spokesperson is a career civil servant who cannot handle political questions. His role is to inform and update the lobby on Government business. As elected politicians Ministers are publicly accountable for their department’s policies and activities and we think it is right that they, and not the senior officials running departments, are publicly identifiable and accountable to Parliament and the public for the work of their departments.

We recommend that the Leader of the House of Commons should reinstate a weekly briefing on parliamentary business.

The Government strongly supports extensive media communication of the legislative programme and the work of MPs in scrutinising and holding it to account.
The Leader of the House of Commons believes that the House itself should be the main focus of her statements and announcements, particularly during the weekly exchanges on forthcoming parliamentary business which cover a wide range of topical issues.
The media, including members of the Lobby, are free to report these proceedings should they wish to do so. She further encourages more sustained media reporting of the actual work of Parliament in the public’s interest.

 We recommend that all Government press conferences should be as open as possible and that all major press conferences should be live on the internet so that they are open for anyone to listen to. 

Under the terms of the Ministerial Code and Parliamentary Resolutions it is Ministers who are accountable for the decisions and actions of their departments.  It is of fundamental importance that ministers are open to questions from journalists. 

The Prime Minister's monthly press conference in Downing Street is open to lobby and foreign correspondents. These are televised and last around one hour.  Recently this has included joint briefings with Ministers including the Chancellor and Hilary Benn. A full transcript is published on the Number 10 website.
Streaming press conferences live over the internet would make a press conference extremely difficult to facilitate, and would have implications for resources.
We believe it is of key importance that Ministers make clear at all times that special advisers must follow the guidance available and stay within the limits set down. As well as sending the guidance to all new special advisers, we believe it is imperative that the guidance is brought to the attention of all new Ministers. 

Under the terms of the Ministerial Code, all special advisers are appointed under terms and conditions set out in the Model Contract for Special Advisers and the Code of Conduct for Special Advisers. The Ministerial Code goes onto make clear that appointing Ministers are responsible for the management and conduct of their special advisers.  

The Civil Service Code also applies to special advisers and this makes clear that they always act in a way that is professional and that deserves and retains the confidence of all those with whom they have dealings, and that they should handle information as openly as possible within the legal framework. 

The Code of Conduct for Special Advisers makes clear that:

“All contacts with the news media should be authorised by the appointing Minister and be conducted in accordance with the Guidance on Government Communications.”

For the future the Government agrees that as well as providing special advisers with copies of the Codes of Conduct referred to above it will also make them available to Ministers. 
We recommend that where possible the careers of high-flying civil servants should include a period of service in departmental press offices or communications generally. The Permanent Secretary, Government Communications (in line with his existing responsibility to develop professional standards and spread best practice) should oversee the implementation of this reform, in consultation with the Permanent Secretaries of each department.
The Government acknowledges the vital contribution that senior civil servants make to the communication of government policy and welcomes this recommendation. There are benefits in providing opportunities for senior civil servants from the policy-making community to gain experience of working in communications. 
These opportunities could be offered in a number of ways: short-term attachments; working on specific initiatives or policies; work shadowing or by spending a set amount of time on communications work. 
The Permanent Secretary, Government Communication, is exploring with colleagues in departments to see what it might be possible to provide in a way that is both proportionate and practical.
 
We recommend that the Chief Executive of the Central Office of Information should take the lead in improving standards. Special attention should be paid to the training and guidance available to regional press officers to ensure that they have a better understanding of regional and local media. They should tailor regional press releases; become more pro-active in their engagement with the local and regional media; and make more senior officials and Ministers available for interviews about the local impact of policies. 

It is the responsibility of the Permanent Secretary, Government Communication to improve and maintain standards of government communication. He is committed to improving the level of engagement with local journalists and producers – and through them their audiences. He will work closely with government departments and use the expertise of COI to take this forward.
Within the Cabinet Office a regional support unit will support Ministers, in particular the regional Ministers, in their engagement with regional media on key government issues. We are also looking at the communications capacity of the Government Office Network, which will also significantly enhance the Government's standards of regional media engagement. 
 We recommend that Government information should always be available and accessible to as many people as possible. In particular, the Government must be clear about its target audiences in communicating information and use the most appropriate method.
The Government Communication Network launched the Engage programme in 2006 which is all about putting the public at the heart of government communications in line with the Phillis report.
Engage is a strategic communications framework and professional development programme for government communicators. It helps make government communications more effective by putting audiences first. It is a framework to help government communicators understand and apply a range of advanced strategic communication techniques and tools, seeking more effective ways of shifting attitudes and changing behaviours. 

The framework consists of eight principles, chief of which is customer insight and the development of deep understanding of target audiences.

We recommend that Government departments should consult the voluntary sector about appropriate delivery mechanisms at an early stage when planning new information campaigns or revising old guidance.

Consultation with the third sector is critical to ensuring effective delivery of communications campaigns.  The Office of the Third Sector wants the concerns and priorities of the third sector to be clearly expressed to and heard by government, and its Strategic Partners Programme aims to ensure there are organisations that are empowered to help make this happen. 

The Office of the Third Sector has 43 third sector organisations as strategic partners. These are funded to enable them to fairly reflect the views of their members to government, through activities including events, conferences, research or consultation. For its part, the Office of the Third Sector will consult and involve these partners in policy and communications development, taking into account the evidence, advice and opinion they provide. 

Members of the Government Communication Network are able to approach the Office of the Third Sector about using this strategic partnership to consult the sector about appropriate delivery mechanisms when planning new information campaigns or revising old guidance. Alternatively, a growing number of government departments (for example Department of Health and Ministry of Justice) have their own strategic partnerships in place with third sector organisations that reflect its own departmental concerns. 
We recommend that the Office of the Third Sector and the GCN, both of which are based in the Cabinet Office, should develop guidance for all departments on working with and consulting voluntary-sector organisations, in order to ensure the public can get help in accessing reliable, up-to-date information from well-informed sources. There is a similar case to be made for the importance of local government and other stakeholder consultations being held at an early stage. 

The Third Sector Review (2006) committed the Government to invest in research to promote better understanding of innovative and effective methods of consultation and engagement with the third sector. 
In 2008 the Office of the Third Sector, in partnership with Children England, an umbrella organisation whose members are registered charities working with children, young people and their families, produced Better Together: improving consultation with the third sector. 

It gives practical guidance and advice on who to consult, planning consultation exercises, getting to the third sector locally, building relationships with the sector and reaching under represented organisations and people. It also considers how to support third sector organisations to take part in policy consultation. 
The Office of the Third Sector will work with the team that supports the Government Communication Network to look at how this work can be developed into best practice for government communicators.
We recommend that the Cabinet Office should collate annual statistics on the costs of Government communications across departments. The Permanent Secretary should lead this reform. He should report annually to the Head of the Home Civil Service, and to Parliament, on the overall size, budget and effectiveness of Government communications.
The Permanent Secretary, Government Communication is committed to working with Departments to improve the effectiveness of government communications and will look at how that work can be best recorded. He will discuss with Directors of Communications and the Cabinet Secretary what form that might take.
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