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HONOURS


HONOURS: COMMITTEE MEMBERSHIP

In accordance with the ternis of reference of the review, this paper examines the membership of the expert honours committees, recognising the pressure for increased diversity in public life. It concludes that the current membership does not adequately reflect the nature of British society in 2000. It considers three options for change: (a) evolutionary change, filling vacancies as they arise to diversify the Committees’ membership; (b) cutting the number of civil servants on the Committees to create more places for extra independents drawn from more diverse backgrounds; and (c) broadly maintaining the level of civil service membership but increasing the number of independents to create a more diverse and representative membership. Option (c) is recommended, as is the public announcement of the Committees’ membership as the new members take up their places.

“a series of committees exists, covering virtually every area of national life  It is the composition, not to mention the conversations, even the existence of these committees which is the most closely guarded secret concerning the distribution of honours.” (Michael De-la-Noy, The Honours System)

The Committees and their role

1.
The Committees take part in the formulation of confidential advice to the Prime Minister. They have referred to them all candidates for the honours round sifted from the nominations considered by Departments.

The Committees select (or endorse) the names for recommendation to the Prime Minister.

2.
All these selections are referred to the Main Honours Committee which is made up of the Chairmen of the other Committees and one or two others. The Main Committee reviews the work of the Committees, reassesses any sensitive or controversial recommendations or omissions and seeks to ensure that the balance between the various sectors is satisfactory. In the light of all this, the Chairman of the Main Committee submits a list of recommendations to the Prime Minister under cover of a personal report.

3.
The Prime Minister is not bound by the recommendations he receives; ultimately it remains his List.

Appointment and desirable qualities of Members

4.
Appointments are made by the Head of the Home Civil Service who looks to the Ceremonial Officer (consulting the Chairmen of the relevant sub-Committee and other key members) to advise him on turnover and potential candidates. Appointment letters, including those to the Permanent Secretaries stress that members attend in a personal capacity. Most members serve for between 3 and 5 years but, of today’s members, three have served for ten years or more.

5.
Committee members will have a record of performance and achievement which has earned them the recognition of their peers and the respect of people who are experts in the field. Their direct expertise and experience will be combined with good judgement, integrity and discretion. They will understand the overall purpose of the honours system. They will will have what Denis Healy termed a ‘hinterland’ and be able to look beyond their own particular field and realise that their own specialism is just one part of the big picture, to be accommodated with other equally important areas. They will not see their role as championing their own field at the expense of others. This understanding can be built up and developed during the period of membership, not least through interaction with members from different stables. Each member’s contribution can be observed and assessed by the Committee Chairman and the Ceremonial Officer who is an ex-officio member of all of the Committees. The current members have brought a good deal to the production of successive honours lists, playing a key role in the difficult judgements that have to be made in choosing between competing candidates.

6.
What tends to drive the choice of new members is the need (identified by the Committees themselves) to make good the absence of experience or knowledge in an important field of activity. Availability is obviously important — this is the reason given for the small number of invitations to serve that are declined. The demand for expertise has tended to take precedence over other considerations, like the need to bring in more representatives of the ethnic minorities, shift the gender balance and reduce the average age of the members.

A Confidential Role

7.
Letters of appointment explain that “membership as well as the work of the Honours Committees is confidential”. The briefing note sent to members on their appointment explains: “the more the Committees can preserve their anonymity the less will be the danger of sectional or political pressure being put on the members. So, although it is pretty generally known that there is a series of Committees dealing with different aspects of the Honours List, it is very undesirable that the membership should be made public”.

Current membership of the Committees

8.
The table below sets out the composition of the nine committees.

	
	Total
	Male
	Female
	
	
	
	Age Range
	Average Age

	Main
	10
	8
	2
	
	
	
	48–60
	56

	Small
	5
	4
	1
	
	
	
	48–60
	55

	Media
	8
	6
	2
	
	
	
	50–75
	60

	Sport
	9
	7
	2
	
	
	
	47–67
	57

	Medicine
	9
	7
	2
	
	
	
	51–67
	60

	S&T
	9
	8
	1
	
	
	
	51–74
	63

	ACI
	13
	11
	2
	
	
	
	48–67
	56

	Maecenas
	12
	10
	2
	
	
	
	48–75
	62

	Local Services
	14
	12
	2
	
	
	
	48–60
	55


There is no data on disability. The female column is significantly affected by the fact that the Ceremonial Officer is an ex-officio member of every committee. Without her, two Committees would have no women and seven would have just one.

The summary distribution is shown below.

	
	Total
	Male
	Female
	Ethnic Minority
	Civil Servants
	Independents
	Age Range
	Average Age

	Total places
	89
	73
	16
	2
	55
	34
	47–75
	60

	Total members
	54
	46
	8
	2
	22
	32
	47–75
	60



This compares with the House of Lords Appointments Commission.

	Members
	7
	3
	4
	2
	N/a
	N/a
	36–70
	55


9.
The 89 seats on the nine Committees are filled, by virtue of multiple membership, by 54 members.

10.
46 of the 54 are men (85%) and 8 are women (15%).

11.
Two of the 54 are from the ethnic minorities (4%).

12.
The average age of the 54 members is 60, with a range from 47 to 75.

Civil Servants

13.
All nine Committees are chaired by civil servants. 22 of the 54 members are civil servants (42%) but, as half of them serve on two or more Committees, they occupy 55 of the total 89 places (62%) on the nine Committees.

14.
Of the civil servants, 15 of the 22 (68%) are Permanent Secretaries. Just one of the 22 is a woman (5%) and none is from an ethnic minority. The civil servants’ average age of 55 brings down the overall average age.

15.
Permanent Secretaries are selected as members of those Committees where their Departments make a significant number of nominations and they are in a position to speak about the candidates under discussion. The Chairman is selected from a Department without a strong direct interest in the field.


Independents
16.
32 of the 54 members are non-civil servants (59%).

17.
The 32 independents occupy 34 of the 89 places (38%), with just two of them serving on two Committees.

18.
7 of the 32 are women (22%)
19.
Two are from ethnic minorities (6%).

20.
Their average age is 63, ranging from 47 to 75.

	45–50
	1

	51–55
	2

	56–60
	9

	61–65
	9

	66–70
	7

	71–75
	4


21.
There can be no doubting the eminence of the independents. All have risen to the top of their professions or fields of work

22.

The Diversity Challenge: is the membership right for Britain in 2000?

23.
Were the current membership to be published, what might be the public reaction? The merits of particular individuals and their right to play a key role in the process seem unlikely to be called into question, although the age of some is such that they might be considered to be getting out of touch with current movers and shakers in their fields. Nonetheless, it would not be individual members but the overall balance of the Committees that would come in for criticism. This simply does not reflect the Government’s strong commitment to recognising the diversity of modern British society. The likely judgement would be that the membership is not right for this day and age.

24.
The 54 members would be characterised as a predominantly white, male. elderly elite. The membership does not begin to approach the balance sought by the Government in its general appointments policy for NDPBs where the aim is a 50:50 female:male ratio, representation for the ethnic minorities proportionate to their participation in the economy, and an as yet unquantified improvement in the representation of disabled people 
. A group whose youngest member is 47 and whose average age is 60 does not reflect the Government’s commitment to give due weight to the voice of youth.

25.
A second general line of criticism would probably be the large number of senior civil servants involved and the commanding role they play in the process, chairing all of the Committees and supplying all the members of the final assessment Committee. The absolute number of “outsiders” on each sub-Committee is small – just 3 each on Agriculture, Commerce and Industry and Local Services. There are heavy demands on these members’ time and it would not take many unavoidable absences to deny the sub-Committee meetings of a serious external contribution.

26.
This issue featured prominently in the review which the Australians conducted into their system in the mid-1990s. During the public consultation, there was lots of criticism that the Council for the Order of Australia was dominated by public officials and had too few women members. The review concluded that “whether or not these criticisms are justified, public perception is that the Council cannot fairly assess nominations when a substantial proportion of its membership is drawn from a very similar background” and recommended that the Council be restructured to ensure greater community representation. 

27.
How can these Committees, whose members themselves are part of the country’s elite, hope to do more than skim the surface and follow the natural tendency to concentrate on their own top levels? The Australian review found that the public perception was to wonder whether such senior people could “appreciate the broad range of contributions made by Australians”. More colourfully, one submission asked “how many of the present Council of the Order of Australia have had a hamburger or a meat pie in the past year?” As well as suggesting changes in the membership of the Council, the review recommended a more inclusive sub-structure for the honours system at the State and Territorial levels. 

The Individual sub-Committees

28.

29.

30.
31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.
Main

Canada follows a different model. There, the Advisory Council for the Order of Canada is chaired by the Chief Justice of Canada. Its members are the Clerk of the Privy Council, the Deputy Minister of the Department of Canadian Heritage, the Chairperson of the Canada Council for the Arts, the President of the Royal Society of Canada, and the Chairperson of the Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada. In addition two places rotate every three years between members of the Order 
. In Australia too, the Council for the Order of Australia has been reconstituted to reduce the preponderance of public servants.

Responding to the challenge – three options

38.
Should the Committees’ membership be disclosed, it would be possible to explain that the Committees are the superstructure of a system which depends upon contributions and nominations from people from all walks of life. One could build on this and, following the Australian example (paragraph 27), ensure that all Departmental honours committees had effective regional and local foundations and drew systematically upon relevant outside bodies. The Departmental committees could also be re-constituted to bring in relevant outsiders.

39.
Even so, it would be impossible to deny the importance of the Honours Selection Committees in continuously re-interpreting the purpose of the honours system and deciding how the honours should be distributed. It would be very difficult therefore to rebut criticism of their unrepresentative nature. With the Government so publicly committed to a diverse and meritocratic society, it would be embarrassed to be seen operating an honours system in which the final assessments are made by such a small elite and with such limited input from women and members of the ethnic minorities.

40.
Although some good answers can be given to many of the possible lines of criticism developed above, it would be hard to get over convincingly why the Committees should be composed as they are. It could be pointed out that there have been changes in recent years. But these would tend to add to the surprise at how things have been done until recently. For example, the first woman to be appointed as an independent to any of the Committees was in 1977. The first independent appointed to Agriculture, Commerce and Industry was in 1995. Local Services got its first independent one year later.

41.
One option would be to say that the opportunity would be taken to diversify further the membership as and when vacancies came to be filled. But significant shifts in composition are necessarily slow in a population of just 54. In particular, given the large part the senior civil service plays on the Committees, any increase in the proportion of women and members of the ethnic minorities would under this option have to wait upon the effects of the long-term reform programme now under way to create a more open, diverse and professional civil service. Something needs to be done to a shorter time scale.

42.
A second option would be to reduce the number of civil servants on the Committees and replace them with independents. However, so long as the nomination system is so largely based on Departmental structures, it makes sense to involve directly the officials responsible for the names generated by the Departments. Unless there is a sufficient number of Permanent Secretaries on the two largest Committees, ACI and Local Services, whose attendance could be converted into a standing invitation to submit comments to the Chairman, it seems unlikely that this option can be made to deliver more than marginal reductions. It cannot therefore produce sufficient headroom for rectifying the male/female imbalance or increasing the number of members from ethnic minorities.

43.
The third option is to increase the number of independents on the Committees. There is a difficult trade-off between size and balance. The disadvantages of large and unwieldy Committees must not be underestimated. The current system is fairly praised for its economy and efficiency in the timely and leak-free production of balanced, twice-yearly lists made up of some 1,000 candidates. This complex process is no doubt greatly helped by having generally small Committees with a relatively small and smooth rate of turnover, able to dispose of the business quickly and effectively.

44.
But natural turnover is such that it will be many, many years before the membership can be diversified at a evolutionary pace. A ‘pulse’ of new members would provide an opportunity to bring in more women and more members of the ethnic minorities and to address some of the points specific to individual Committees listed at paragraphs 28 to 37 above. As well as serving on particular Committees, some could additionally be made members of Small and Main in order to bring an external view to bear on their proceedings. A more radical option would be to reconstitute Main on the Canadian model described in paragraph 37 above.

45.
For illustrative purposes, in order to get a feel for the potential scale of the operation, here is a purely arithmetic proposition. Over a two-year period have a phased injection of 20 outsiders, split 7:13 men and women, and with 4 from the ethnic minorities. Assuming no change in the balance of civil servants during this two years, this would produce an increase in the proportion of women to 28% (from 15%) and of members of the ethnic minority to 8% (from 4%). The share of places on the Committees between civil servants and independents would shift to 50:50. [Raise the number of insiders brought in to 30 and the proportions would become 33% women and 10% ethnic minorities and the split of places would shift in favour of the outsiders at 54:46.]

46.
The net should be cast wide to find good new people. The general qualities sought in members (paragraph 5) will remain as important as they are now. Consultations should be held with bodies (examples: Disabilities Rights Task Force, Equal Opportunities Commission, Race Relations Forum, Women’s National Commission) able to help in the identification of candidates with the desired characteristics.

47.
Assuming the majority of the new members were appointed to the ACI and Local Services Committees, then the additional assistance needed to induct the new members could largely be focused there, with other Committees being able to accommodate the newcomers in the normal way. But this should be a deliberately two-way process: the reason for appointing the new members would be to bring in new perspectives and they should therefore be encouraged to debate the Committees’ conventional wisdom. To maintain the freshness brought in by new blood, this round of appointments should be marked by the systematic setting of fixed terms to allow a phased turnover on all of the sub-Committees.

Anonymity or Transparency

48.
It could be argued that the creation of a larger pool of members reinforces the case for confidentiality, as the risk of accidental leaks of information increases.

49.
Against this, the stature of the current 54 members is such that one can discount the risk that they would be susceptible to pressure to express anything other than their own honest opinion of the candidates competing for the limited number of awards available. This gold standard would of course need to be maintained in expanding the membership.

50.
The real risk of open membership, therefore, is presumably the time and effort that would need to be spent by very busy people working on this pro bono task in dealing with unsolicited representations from the backers of candidates. However, the civil service members have shown that this can invariably be dealt with through a standardised firm but polite refusal to do anything other than make sure that the name and supporting information will be fed into the official system.

51.
This leaves a third and unstated reason for not disclosing the names of the members of the Committees – the fear that the balance of membership will attract criticism as being out of keeping with contemporary society. Disclosure would embarrass a Government strongly on record as favouring and celebrating diversity. Changes of the kind proposed would remove the grounds for that criticism.

52.
The announcement of the Committees and their changed and rebalanced membership would be in keeping with the climate of the age. It would also be an earnest of the intention to maintain and complete the progress to Committees whose membership matches the Government’s commitment to diversity.

� Quangos: Opening up Public Appointments, 1999–2000


� A Matter of Honour, The Report of the Review of the Australian Honours and Awards, 1995, pp 268–278, especially 270.


� Ibid, p 270 and 266.


� www.gg.ca/honours/faqoc
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