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[00:00:00] Speaker 1: So Chris, it's another day where all the action has been on Donald Trump's social media channels.
[00:00:05] Speaker 2: Yeah, completely. So I woke up this morning and I turned on the radio, and I was sort of half asleep. And I thought, hang on a minute, something quite big's happened here, hasn't it? And then 10 minutes later, I'm on the radio talking about it. It's one of those days.
[00:00:20] Speaker 1: So the first thing was he published some screen grabs of private messages he'd received from Emmanuel Macron, along with the Secretary General of NATO, so that was one thing. Then he posted this kind of, you called it a rant, didn't you? Yeah, I think that's a reasonable description. Yeah, about the government's deal that it did with Mauritius to hand the Chagos Islands, which were British territory, over to Mauritius. And I'll read out the whole post on Truth Social from Donald Trump, so here's what it says. It is quite a long warning. Shockingly, our brilliant NATO ally, the United Kingdom, is currently planning to give away the island of Diego Garcia, the site of a vital US military base to Mauritius and to do so for no reason whatsoever. There's no doubt that China and Russia have noticed this act of total weakness. These are international powers who only recognize strength, which is why the United States of America, under my leadership, is now, after only one year, respected like never before. The UK giving away extremely important land is an act of great stupidity and is another in a very long line of national security reasons why Greenland has to be acquired. Denmark and its European allies have to do the right thing. Thank you for your attention to this matter, President Donald J. Trump.
[00:01:29] Speaker 2: I like your audible capitalisation going on there. But maybe we needed sort of Matt Fords to do it in a kind of Trumpian style voice, I don't know.
[00:01:37] Speaker 1: Maybe. I think people can probably hear Donald Trump's voice when they hear it though. Yes. What on earth is going on? We'll discuss in this episode of Newscast, which today is coming to you from the headquarters in West London of the tech company What Three Words, because we were invited here to watch a speech being given about reforming the state by the Chief Secretary to the Prime Minister, Darren Jones, who's also going to be joining us for this episode of Newscast. Hello, it's Adam, not in the Newscast studio, but in the offices of a tech company in West London.
[00:02:08] Speaker 2: And Chris, in the same said offices, wearing a suit and feeling completely and utterly out of place and like a very much a creature of Westminster, because it's all, they're all these sort of cool guys walking around with fancy haircuts and... And girls. And date, yeah. I meant that in a non-gender specific way. Where, you know, with fancy haircuts and fashionable clothes. And I possess neither, ever.
[00:02:28] Speaker 1: And you've just had a very high quality coffee. I have had a superb coffee.
[00:02:32] Speaker 2: It was tremendous.
[00:02:34] Speaker 1: So the reason we're here is because Darren Jones, who's the Chief Secretary to the Prime Minister, which is a newly created role and part of the Number 10 reshuffle that we did last year. He's doing a speech about changing how the state operates. And he's got a big vision for how we'll interact with the government via app in a few years' time. But to get there, he wants to make a few changes to how the civil service operates. And we will be talking to him about all of those things in a minute. But in kind of classic 2026 fashion, Chris, this speech has been overtaken by those posts from Donald Trump, which has created yet another geopolitical crisis. Our kind of second of the week.
[00:03:11] Speaker 2: Yeah, quite. And for Mr. Jones, he had to live this in real time as he was doing what we call the morning round, wasn't he, talking to television and radio programs this morning about this whole thing about shaking up the state, only to encounter these things appearing whilst he's on the air talking about them. And so he had to move fast and fix things to use his slogan in terms of what his own message would be in response to what the president were saying on truth social. And the President's stuff, I mean on the one hand, I was only saying this last night, we shouldn't sound surprised when Donald Trump does something that is wildly unorthodox because clearly that's the central characteristic of the guy who's in the Oval Office right now. But this intervention is really quite something because it upends any sense of being able to predict what Donald Trump will say around the UK and foreign policy.
[00:04:07] Speaker 1: Because previously, Donald Trump himself and the administration more widely had actually been quite supportive, or at least not negative, about the UK's deal with Mauritius over the Chagos Islands, which includes the military base Diego Garcia, which the Americans use.
[00:04:20] Speaker 2: Completely. So you've got this military base in the Indian Ocean seen to be strategically very, very important for all sorts of reasons that ministers will talk about and crucially won't talk about, which gives you some sense of just how important it is in terms of security. And there it sits in a very strategically significant location. The government makes an argument that it had been contested, the sovereignty of the islands, with Mauritius saying that it was basically theirs. And so this deal being done where the base will be secure for the next 99 years, might even be 98 now, but anyway, for a good old while, at some cost to the British taxpayer, by the way, but that resolves the kind of geopolitical significance of the base. Now, you've long had an argument in the UK as to whether or not this was kind of mad and it was kind of genuflecting to the will of the sort of international courts and law. The argument the government makes is that it abides by international conventions and laws and therefore it found a way through. You know, a year ago, when I went with the prime minister over to the White House and he met Donald Trump in person for the first, or not the first time, the first time as president. They'd met before when he was a candidate. We were asking about this deal, half expecting, in fact, to be honest, more than half expecting that Donald Trump would say something disobliging, and he didn't. That was actually quite surprising. Complete lack of fireworks. And then fast forward from the February to the May when the deal was done, and there was even more positive noises out of the administration. Marco Rubio, the Secretary of State, welcoming it, not least because it secured, as he articulated then, the long-term future of this base that's hugely valuable to America, as well as to the UK. And then, and then you get this, and Darren Jones and others having to react to it. What on earth do you do when he's saying this? Certainly speaking to people privately in government today, the way they are attempting to rationalize it is, and you'll have seen this from, you know, when you were reading out the message, is to say this looks like an emotional reaction from the president to his frustrations about Europe and the UK's response to Greenland. and he references Greenland, as opposed to, as they say it, see it, and I guess hope, that it's a kind of, I don't know, a pivot to a place where he is sounding off about the UK in a wildly unpredictable way the whole time. Not least because, I do just wonder, as we record at half one on, what day is it, Tuesday. Tuesday, ordinary Tuesday. But just in the last couple of hours, since that post went live about the Chagos Islands, The UK has approved a new Chinese super embassy in London, the biggest embassy in Europe. And I know from speaking to various folk that there is skepticism in Washington about the UK's, as they would see it, cozying up towards China, of which arguably the embassy is a case study. Do we get to the end of this day? Do we even get to the point where newscasters are listening to this conversation without Donald Trump offering commentary on that? Maybe we do, maybe we don't. But that's where you get to the sense of, is this Chagos thing a flash in the pan reaction to a deep frustration from the president or a complete change of outlook on how he deals with this country in general and this government and this prime minister in particular?
[00:07:39] Speaker 1: And just so you know, we're recording this bit of this episode of Newscast at half past one on Tuesday lunchtime. And about 25 minutes ago, we sat down with Darren Jones, the chief secretary to the prime minister who had just given a speech to a load of journalists, a load of people from think tanks and civil service unions about how he wants to rewire the British state to bring it into the 21st century. Mr. Chief Secretary, hello. Hello. So the world woke up today to a tirade on social media that showed the rules of the game have changed, we're in a new world now. What did you think of Brooklyn Beckham's denunciation of his parents?
[00:08:15] Speaker 3: I have no idea whatsoever. Ask me about Trump instead. That's not on your radar. I'd rather do Trump than the Beckhams, to be honest. Fair enough, fair enough.
[00:08:23] Speaker 1: Okay, seriously though, like the rest of us, you will have woken up this morning, seen what Donald Trump had said about Greenland, then he added an extra bit about the Chagos Islands. I mean, what was your reaction when you saw those messages?
[00:08:36] Speaker 3: Well, it was actually unfolding in the middle of my media round this morning, which made it a slightly challenging media round. I mean, look, this is not new. It's the kind of way the world works now. I think the important thing is how we respond and how we conduct ourselves. And the Prime Minister's made a very clear case that proper British diplomacy still works and still has value. We've had a number of successes on that in the past and that's how we're gonna continue to operate.
[00:09:03] Speaker 2: Let me put it to you that what Donald Trump has done is take out the middle stump of your government's foreign policy about having a close and reliable relationship with the man in the White House, who up to now, despite the size of his personality, has been relatively reliable in those exchanges between London and Washington. And that's gone.
[00:09:22] Speaker 3: Well, I'm not sure that's true, to be honest. I mean, look, this is a political conversation that we're referring to between political leaders. One of my jobs is to coordinate national security across government. And I can tell you and reassure you that the important relationship we have with the Americans on intelligence and security and military cooperation, including with our Five Eyes partners, continues to operate today as it always has, keeping us safe in the world today.
[00:09:43] Speaker 2: But the President is ranting, isn't he? He's ranting, and he's ranting at your government and the Prime Minister.
[00:09:48] Speaker 3: But my point is, is it's not kind of, as you said, kind of pulled the leg from the stool, because operationally, we still have very effective and close collaboration on keeping British interests secure around the world.
[00:10:00] Speaker 2: Isn't the truth, though, that this moment, unlike other ones, yes, there have been disagreements, haven't there, between the government and Washington in the last year or so? I think of the recognition of a Palestinian state, or indeed, Greenland, in the last couple of days. The twist here is the President has gone from articulating one view, which was support for the government's position on the Chagos Islands, to the exact opposite, which then poses the question, how can you be certain of anything that he is saying to you publicly or privately without the fear that he says the opposite the day after?
[00:10:31] Speaker 3: Well, look, I think the Prime Minister's approach is the right one, which is he does have a good relationship with the President of the United States. They speak very frequently. Does have or did have? No, does have and continue to do, and they speak frequently on the phone directly as well as seeing each other frequently and other counterparts with the American administration doing the same thing. On the Chagos Islands, the sovereignty of the Chagos Islands was disputed. It was a legacy of the British Empire. Our commitment was to protect that military base for a century, which is what we've done. It's important for British military, but also for NATO allies, including the United States. That's what the treaty achieved, which is why the Americans, as you say, welcomed it. And that's the process that we're finishing off.
[00:11:10] Speaker 2: And you're absolutely certain that you couldn't have done what plenty of domestic critics think you could, which is just carry on as things were as far as the Chagos Islands were concerned.
[00:11:19] Speaker 3: Well, there were legal processes taking place that would have resulted in us, if we were to be in compliance with the international rules-based order, which we care about and stand by, to have had to have been forced to act. So it was better that we negotiated a proper outcome, which essentially was the lease for a century of the Chagos Islands, with really important security guarantees about the functioning of the island and the seas around it, to make sure that we can continue to use that military base in the way that we already have.
[00:11:44] Speaker 1: So that Chagos deal, that's done, dusted, not going to be revisited, that's the new status quo?
[00:11:49] Speaker 3: Yeah, the treaty's been signed, and the legislation, just to reaffirm the treaty, is about to finish its process in Parliament.
[00:11:55] Speaker 2: We're going to talk to you on this episode of Newscast about the speech you've just given, talking about shaking up the civil service. Just a broader point on the conversation that we've had thus far. How frustrating is it for you, and indeed for the Prime Minister, that so often when you're wanting to be on the front foot, making the case for what you're doing, the Prime Minister wanted to be talking about the cost of living the other day. Instead, he was talking about Greenland. You want to talk about the civil service today. Instead, you're talking quite a bit about the Chagos Island. But the nature of a president like the current one in the United States is that it has this huge megaphone and the capacity to drown you out day after day after day.
[00:12:32] Speaker 3: Well, look, it's the world we live in. There's no point moaning about it. You've just got to get on with it. I think the Prime Minister made an important point this week in his press conference about how international affairs has a direct effect on the living standards and functioning of the economy and our own security. Makes it harder. It can do, yeah, we've seen that in lots of ways around the world. So it's right that he plays the role he plays, and I think the public recognize he's doing a really good job as prime minister on the international stage. It's also, quite frankly, one of the reasons why he created the job I have, so that when he's busy off doing the international stuff, there's capacity with ministers in number 10 to be focused on domestic priorities, whether it's public sector reform or reform of the civil service, so that we can continue to deliver on the public's priorities at home whilst also making the best case of all.
[00:13:14] Speaker 1: Help us out though to kind of get a sense of proportion about how we should interpret Donald Trump's social media posts. Because kind of what you're saying there is we should all just chill out about them because what he says is quite separate from what America actually does and how that interacts with our national interests. So you're saying we should almost like, I don't know, like mute Donald Trump's social media posts because they don't matter. Is that what you're getting at?
[00:13:36] Speaker 3: No, it's not that they don't matter, it's just that I think what you need to really focus on is what's actually happening or changing in the world. And look, I don't shy away from the fact that this is difficult and hard and poses some pretty fundamental questions about how Western allies cooperate, the role of NATO, and all of those types of things. Totally recognize the scale of that challenge. But our job, the Prime Minister's job, is to protect British interests and the British economy and British security, even in that world if it is changing. So getting the best deal now, but making sure that we continue to build those important relationships with European allies and others around the world as well.
[00:14:12] Speaker 1: In other words, nothing bad has actually happened when it comes to Greenland. There's been lots of rhetoric, lots of threats, but actually, Greenland is still a part of the Kingdom of Denmark. Nothing has actually changed.
[00:14:23] Speaker 3: No, it hasn't.
[00:14:24] Speaker 1: So we can relax a bit.
[00:14:25] Speaker 3: Well, I mean, there's points of agreement that we should be getting on with. I mean, we all agree that our military capabilities in the High North are not adequate, and that needs to improve, not least because the ice caps are melting back, it opens up the waterways for the Chinese Navy or others, the huge land mass that Russia has in the high north and the militarization of that means that we do, as NATO, need to go further. That's why we were having people up there recently. With one person. Yeah, it was a military attaché who was there with NATO counterparts to try to understand what we should do in what order, basically. We've not had to worry so much about this in the past because it's all frozen, no one was doing anything up there, but because of climate change, it's starting to thaw out and that's why it's a military domain we have to pay attention to.
[00:15:05] Speaker 2: And to those who will say, look, we know what Donald Trump's like. There was always going to be one of these moments, and maybe there's more to come, where he kind of goes tonto on social media, and therefore have questioned the whole strategy that the prime minister has adopted over the last 18 months or so in terms of building that relationship with Donald Trump. Those who might say that it was naive to assume he'd be anything other than the character he has always been, and also that sense from some of an uncomfortable feeling of a prime minister being obsequious towards an American president. What's your counter to that given that at the moment at least after a year where you could say the strategy of building that close relationship really did work, where now it looks like the wheels of it might be coming off?
[00:15:45] Speaker 3: My challenge to that is that we're not supplicant on our principles. So the principles of the way Britain conducts itself and we want the world to operate are not negotiable. I mean, that's why we've been very clear that the future of Greenland is a matter for Greenlanders in the Kingdom of Denmark. They're sovereign states. You can't just take land from sovereign states.
[00:16:03] Speaker 2: You're making the same principle case around Chagos, aren't you?
[00:16:06] Speaker 3: For example, so the principles are the same. They're not negotiable. Our approach to diplomatic engagement, which the British are really good at, I should say, the world looked to us quite a lot, actually, to try to use our diplomatic capabilities, not just for ourselves, but for allies around the world, has proven to be successful, and I hope will continue to be. But then politically, you're gonna have to be nimble, right, because the world is a noisier, more challenging place, there's no denying that, but that doesn't undermine those basic principles or our approach to dealing with the challenges that we face.
[00:16:37] Speaker 1: Right, let's talk about the challenge you've been addressing in your speech today, which is how the government works. And actually, it's interesting, because in the old days, we would have called it, we would have badged this as civil service reform, but that's like a really boring way of explaining what you're trying to do here. We'll talk about some of the details of what you're proposing in a minute, but I just wanted to get a bit of a vision thing. I mean, we're here at a tech company, they're very good at vision. And what is my interaction with the government going to be in a few years time, if your vision comes to pass? Just explain on a very basic way what it would be like.
[00:17:10] Speaker 3: It will be like when you do your online banking, online shopping. So you have an app on your phone that you log into, it knows who you are, and you can access the things you want to get done. And it may even suggest to you things that you've not thought about before that will be helpful to you. Whether it's about apprenticeship opportunities, or finding access to university support, those types of things. So essentially the new front door of the new digital state is going to be the gov.uk app, as opposed to what currently exists, which is 28 different departments of government, each with their own website, call centre, paper-based forms that basically drives everybody up the wall.
[00:17:45] Speaker 1: And the idea is what you will say to all the government departments and the agencies, what's your plan for getting your services on this app?
[00:17:53] Speaker 3: Yes. So when I talk about the new platform for the new digital state, I essentially mean in the app and your ability to log into it and prove who you are. Once you've got that technology, you can then start to onboard legacy systems. Take for example, I don't know, how you get your childcare sorted. It's a pretty complicated process right now. So that if you want to, this isn't mandatory, if you want to, you can decide to just get it sorted on the app instead of getting a form from the council. You've got to sign every three months and logging onto the HMRC website.
[00:18:21] Speaker 2: And how soon can this kind of stuff be happening and what role within it does Digital ID have to play? We saw the whole move of a week or so ago around you saying that it would no longer be compulsory for people seeking work. They could use other means to prove their capacity to work. And the argument around digital ID when you originally launched it was particularly around illegal working and illegal migration. There are others who make the arguments about selling it as effectively a consumer tool. So what role does that have in this process of getting to the point where we hit an app and stuff starts happening as opposed to a million phone calls and all the rest of it?
[00:18:56] Speaker 3: So the digital ID is pretty fundamental to this whole theory because you need to be able to log in and prove who you are in exactly the same way as you do with your banking app. They need to know who you are so they can show you your bank account and how much money you've got. So it's basically the same theory. It will be to the same security level as you would experience in your banking app. It's entirely up to you whether you use it. You'll have the options to share the data that you need to in order to access services and to turn them off in the future if you don't want to use them. The big offer here is that it's just gonna be easier to get stuff done. And as a consequence of that, we can help people to achieve their best aspirations in life, which is good for them and good for the country.
[00:19:31] Speaker 1: I've already got a national insurance number. I actually have two different government gateway IDs for some weird quirk in the system. So I'm now gonna need, what, a fourth one as well. Well, you have one and then you don't need the other ones in the long run.
[00:19:42] Speaker 3: Why can't the fourth one be one of those? Well, because- We all have a national insurance number already, don't we? Yeah, but the IT system's not as great as it probably needs to be, to be honest. So you wanna make sure that the digital ID is as good as the digital equivalent of a passport. So it has the same level of security. Because one of the benefits of all of this is you can reduce fraud that happens across the economy, both in the public and private sector. But you also then want to make sure that the security features are strong enough that people don't worry about it.
[00:20:09] Speaker 2: Clearly from a voter's perspective, what they'll want to see is this happening and it being useful. But in terms of you getting to that point, all of this sounds A, complicated, and B, expensive. Is that fair?
[00:20:21] Speaker 3: Well, it's a bit complicated, but not that hard, really. I mean, if you ask the technology guys, can you build an app and get someone to log in, it's really not that hard.
[00:20:28] Speaker 2: But given the complexity of government, because governing is complex, and there's so many different agencies that people will interact with, et cetera, et cetera, that seems complicated.
[00:20:36] Speaker 3: So the thing that's hard is onboarding the legacy systems onto the app.
[00:20:40] Speaker 2: What does that mean? So cutting and pasting all the data and shoving it in the place that the pipelines work when you go on the app?
[00:20:45] Speaker 3: So take the childcare system, which I keep going back to, probably because I've got lots of kids, but at the moment, you can log into a HMRC website every three months and get 20% off of your childcare fees. If you're not- Oh, and by the way, this will be if you're in England. In England. Yeah. But you've got to log in every three months and reconfirm it. And you've got to do the payment yourself and you've got to work out the 80% of your fee. And then on top of that, if you want to get the funded childcare, you've got to get a form from the council physically. You've got to sign the box. You've got to get a code from the council and you've got to do that every three months with your childcare provider. Complete nonsense. If you can just log into the app, prove your eligibility and it automatically sends the money to your childcare provider, isn't that going to be much better?
[00:21:20] Speaker 2: Sure, but I just wonder how you get to that point, given all the stages you've just jumped through that people have to physically do now, which is a complete pain in the backside. How do you create the digital pipeline to ensure that that is as quick as that, without cock-ups, basically?
[00:21:33] Speaker 3: Yeah, look, those things are complicated, no denying it, but the foundational technology, the new platform is not that hard. So what we've got to do this year is we've got to do the consultation on digital ID. We've got to legislate for that. We then build the platform for the new state. That's what we've got to do in 2026. We can then start to onboard services from 2027. They'll start to be the simple things. Some of the things government's already done, like we're about to make your driving license digital, so you can put it on your phone. The veteran's card is coming on. So you'll be able to prove certain identity checks and things. And then with time, and each one will need to be funded, and it will take a bit of time, we're gonna onboard what we hope are the most useful services to the public in the years ahead.
[00:22:12] Speaker 1: And we should say, actually, the speech you've just given was about much more specific changes to the civil service than this big vision thing. So we should probably talk about some of the things you actually did talk about today. So this idea of the task force model, so everyone will remember the vaccine task force, the kind of hit squad that came in, upended all the civil service rules, meant that we got really good vaccines, really quickly led the world. How are you gonna apply that in the kind of classic civil service?
[00:22:36] Speaker 3: Yeah, well, my observation was that in the past, we've only moved fast and fixed things when something's gone totally wrong in the first place.
[00:22:42] Speaker 2: Or there's a crisis like a pandemic.
[00:22:44] Speaker 3: Yeah, yeah, so the pandemic crisis, the other one I referred to is the passport office. many people might remember. You're amazing now. It's great. I mean, it's literally one of the best public services we have, but a couple of years ago, every MP was pulling their hair out because like thousands of their constituents are getting in touch saying, where is my passport? I need to go on holiday. I missed my holiday.
[00:23:00] Speaker 2: But that's the thing, so things have to be hopeless before they can be good.
[00:23:02] Speaker 3: But that's the thing I'm trying to change because you can't let everything break first. So on the things that are the most important issues to the public, and this is specifically where there is a delivery problem. This is not about trying to conceptualize a policy answer. We're basically gonna say to these teams, you have the authority, the support, the quicker spending decisions, quicker procurement, external challenge if you need it, to get this particular question answered and fixed. And there's applying that in, as I say, peacetime, not in a crisis.
[00:23:31] Speaker 1: What's the first task force gonna be?
[00:23:33] Speaker 3: Well, it's a competitive process. So now I've given the speech, we're gonna be writing out to secretaries of state across government and saying you can have one of these if it aligns with the prime minister's priority, which is one of the public's priority, and you've got a clear delivery problem that's stopping you from getting on with it.
[00:23:47] Speaker 1: When might we see the first one then? When's the result of that kind of X-factor style internal thing you're gonna do?
[00:23:52] Speaker 3: I'm hoping it'll be within a couple of months. So Secretary of State will bid. This can't just be for business as usual stuff where they think they can, it has to be about public kind of priority. So they'll bid in, we'll pick them, and then we'll give it a whirl and see how it goes.
[00:24:04] Speaker 1: One of the other things you announced was changes to civil service bonuses. What's the current scheme for civil service bonuses? Because it sounds like you can get a bonus for having literally just done your day job and not gone above and beyond or achieved anything.
[00:24:17] Speaker 2: And some people might be quite surprised, actually, that you can get bonuses in the civil service working in the public sector.
[00:24:22] Speaker 3: Yeah, at the moment it doesn't work well at all, basically. I mean, at the moment, you broadly mark each other's performance, and if you all agree everyone's doing a thoroughly good job, you'll get a bit of a bonus, which is obviously just not acceptable. Is that like hundreds or is that thousands of pounds? It can be thousands of pounds, yeah, for people. So I'm not changing the total value of the bonus pot, so I'm not increasing the amount we're spending on bonuses. but what I'm saying is- How big is the bonus pot? It can be a couple of hundred thousand, I think, across government. But what I'm saying is there'll be fewer higher bonuses. So someone might get a 15 or 20,000 pound bonus if they've done something really, really important for the public and have gone kind of above and beyond to shift the earth to kind of make it happen. But the bar for that is going to be much higher. A link to that is then how do you assess that performance? Because it can't just be a kind of haven't you done a good job yet? Haven't you done a good job yet? OK, let's get our bonus. So one of the things I've said in the speech today is that secretaries of state will set KPIs for their senior civil servants, not key performance.
[00:25:20] Speaker 2: And I had to admit during your speech, did you have to Google it?
[00:25:24] Speaker 3: Do you not have any KPIs? I mean, listening numbers might be one of them.
[00:25:30] Speaker 2: No, I was going up on you. Am I going to admit to this? But I think you're both very lucky. KPIs, key performance indicators. Yeah, I'd sort of heard the phrase and kind of knew the gist that it meant about how well you were doing at work, but I didn't actually know what it stood for.
[00:25:44] Speaker 1: We have a thing called My Conversation, which is our appraisal system, and you have a chat with your manager every six months about your objectives and your goals and whether you're living up to the BBC values. Every six months? I don't think Chris has a manager or a director, despite the sound of it.
[00:25:57] Speaker 3: I thought it was once a year. I must have missed one. I think I'm going to send my speech to the new director general of the BBC, there's some improvement there. Oh no.
[00:26:01] Speaker 1: Oh dearie me. Also, the other thing is about... The first casualty of the Jones reforms. The reason we're talking about KPIs, not to be confused with nuts, is because if... KP is nuts. Oh, yes. Sorry, I forgot to say that. Yeah, that's why I was laying there. I forgot to Google that as well. Yeah, yeah, yeah. This is going so well. Keep going, keep going. Basically, these civil servants, if they're not hitting their KPIs, they could be fired. Yes.
[00:26:26] Speaker 3: It's kind of as brutal as that. Yes. So, at the moment, a lot of senior civil servants will have their performance tracked and assessed by other civil servants. secretaries are accountable to political secretaries of state for delivering on political objectives.
[00:26:40] Speaker 1: So they're basically the civil service that run the departments, the most senior of the most senior.
[00:26:43] Speaker 3: Exactly. So my point here is that when a politician says, this is a priority, we want that to flow through the system so that everybody knows that they're held to account for delivering that outcome. Which might sound like it's bleeding your views, but it's not currently the way it works.
[00:26:56] Speaker 1: Because so far, what, only two people have ever been fired for mucking up in the civil service.
[00:27:01] Speaker 3: Yeah. And look, I don't want to just go out firing people. I want to help people to do a good job. given the number of problems we have in government, I just don't believe the fact that only two people, we don't have just two problems, are underperforming. So clearly something's not right there.
[00:27:16] Speaker 2: In your speech in the Q&A afterwards, Dave Penman, the trade union leader for senior civil servants was asking a question around all of this, because obviously civil servants will worry perhaps about what you're suggesting. What do you say to those who say that this is not wildly different from Jacob Rees-Morgan, these little stickers on people's computers demanding to know why they weren't working at home. Is it not tapping into that same sort of sense and also perhaps that sense of a minister blaming the civil service?
[00:27:46] Speaker 3: No, it's the complete opposite and let me tell you why. I refuse to get into the debate about the blob or whatever conspiracy theory is the latest idea as to why nothing can get done. The people who are responsible for getting things done are the ministers. If ministers are blaming something called the blob, it's because they are not very good at doing their job. So we have got to make sure that that changes in the future.
[00:28:06] Speaker 2: Sure, but I appreciate you're not using that word in a pejorative sense in the way that others have, but isn't the essence of your argument quite similar? That there is this collection of civil servants, including, as you've articulated, some who should have been sacked and weren't, and now you're creating a mechanism where they can be.
[00:28:23] Speaker 3: It's just more accountability, which I think is normal in any other business. And quite frankly, for the people that want to get on and do really well, the new National School for Government is gonna give you access to the training and skills that you need, especially for the new technologies and how the new state's going to work, the new bonus scheme to reward delivery and innovation and going above and beyond. All of these are positive signals to the system to say that I have your back, I will share the risk with you, I want to help you to help me to get this right for the public because the big political debate if we lose it is a very dark prospect for the future of Britain. But also quite frankly, if you don't rise to the challenge, there's no place for you in the civil service.
[00:28:58] Speaker 1: And also when you talk about the kind of the dark prospect of this all going wrong. Can you give us a sense of just, I mean, you talked in the speech about we spend unsustainable amounts of money for quite rubbish public services. How kind of bad is it on the inside? Because I think everyone has stories about, oh, this doesn't work, oh, that's annoying. But it sounds to me that actually it might even be worse than we think it is when you actually look under the bonnet, which is what you do every day.
[00:29:23] Speaker 3: Yeah, and the most important view about this is the public, or what I refer to as the customer experience in a kind of private sector kind of way. and we know what their view is. They care a lot about their public services. They really value NHS nurses and doctors and teachers. And then you talk to those doctors, nurses, and teachers, and they say it's a nightmare trying to get anything done. So what you want to achieve here is a win-win for the public and for public servants to be able to deliver public services more effectively at the points in your life when you need them most, which is often when we rely on those public services. It matters that we get this right. The status quo of it just being a bit rubbish is not good enough.
[00:29:59] Speaker 2: There's broader thought here that I'd be fascinated to hear your reflections on. You mentioned this a few minutes ago, that you were appointed by the Prime Minister a handful of months ago to a new role, Chief Secretary to the Prime Minister, to try and drive change from the center. And what intrigues me is that normally when people are appointed to government, there's a predecessor and there's a previous way that things have been done. And you look on Wikipedia and the list goes back to the 1470s or whatever. You've taken on a new job. And I wonder, on arriving at the center, you were obviously close down the road in the Treasury beforehand. What has surprised you? What you've noticed that you're trying to do now that physically wasn't done before because you didn't have a predecessor? What are you able to do day-to-day now that wasn't happening? And has that sense that we've heard articulated by the Prime Minister and indeed his predecessors, that you can sit at the epicenter of a G7 government and feel that you pull levers and stuff doesn't happen? Has that been the experience? Are you encountering that day-to-day?
[00:30:55] Speaker 3: So look, I'm quite lucky in that I've had the unique opportunity as a minister. No one else has ever had this, I don't think, where I've had the chance to work in the Treasury, in Number 10, and the Cabinet Office, the three kind of engines in the center of government. And it means I get to work across economic security, national security, running public services, the whole spectrum of what government does. And the kind of key lesson I've learned from that is that when those three engines are on kind of full fire and are pointing in the right direction, you can get stuff done. If they're not, it tends to slow things down. And remember, all of our departments have got lots of day-to-day stuff they need to be getting on with.
[00:31:30] Speaker 2: How are those engines now? Are they all even turned on?
[00:31:33] Speaker 3: Yeah, they are, but you need to make sure that everything is very, very clearly prioritized and focused on what are the most important things that you're trying to get done. And essentially, that is my job. My job as a minister inside number 10, as the ministerial head of the cabinet office, and bringing my counterparts in the treasury with me as we do that work, is the way in which you can start to move heaven and earth to get things done for the public. Someone just knocked on the door. Should we see who it is, or is that our time up? Come in.
[00:32:00] Speaker 1: If it's Katie, it means I've got to go. All right, OK, you're a minder. Last question, you revealed in the Q&A with the journalists and the stakeholders that you'd done a competency test.
[00:32:12] Speaker 3: We should have asked this at the start. Yeah, what was the result? So the first thing I should say is that. It's like a test of you. Yeah, so you fill out a load of questions, and then like a coach tells you what you're good and bad at. I think everyone should do this. What kind of question? There are lots of how you lead, how you make decisions, how you work in teams, how you operate. Do you like working outside? That type of stuff. For example, I think it's a really important thing for all of us to do because if it means that we can be better and empower our teams to be better, then that's good for everybody. I won't give you the full gory details.
[00:32:45] Speaker 1: Well, because you said there was some things you had strengths and weaknesses and you needed to work on your weaknesses.
[00:32:48] Speaker 3: Which we all do to be fair, Yeah, yeah, yeah. My team are gonna get sweaty now as I explain this. It's just the bit we like. I'll give you two bits of the negatives, or room for improvements, as I think they're called. Yeah, let's put it that way. The first was that I tend to be a fast, quick decision maker. I'm pretty clear on what I wanna do and where I wanna go. Move fast and fix things. Move fast and fix things. That's what it said in the speech today. I need to make sure, as part of that, that for what is often quite a lot of people who have worked on policy submissions and papers and all that type of stuff, that I give them the space and the chance to talk to it and to challenge it a bit, as opposed to saying, thanks for that 20-page paper, I think option A is the right one, let's crack on with it. So I need to be a bit more inclusive, and that means that you can enable people in the team to feel like they're playing a more important role in the process. And the second thing was that I apparently don't have an innate need to please people, which is surprising given my job. For a politician. Explains a bit. And so, thank you very much. Thank you very much. Those KPIs are coming fast to you guys, I can tell you. And so as a consequence of that, because I'm extremely busy and all of my day is in half an hour, I take a bit more time to do the things like floor walks and going around and talking to people and that type of stuff, which I just think is an important thing for senior leaders to do. Very admirable of you to acknowledge those things, I think. Well, like I said, I think we should be humble about what we're good and what we're not good at. No one's perfect.
[00:34:17] Speaker 1: I mean, so you've got a coach. So somebody comes in, how often do you see them?
[00:34:20] Speaker 3: I've only had one call so far. Right.
[00:34:22] Speaker 1: Oh, so you do it virtually? Yes. And is it like half an hour, an hour?
[00:34:26] Speaker 3: I did half an hour, because that's how my life operates. But it was supposed to be two hours, apparently. So I think I've got a bit more. And will you see them again? Yeah, I'd like to. Yeah, I'd like to. Look, if I- Does the prime minister have a coach? Oh, I don't know. I don't know. Maybe you're his coach, I don't know. I don't know if I should be the prime minister's coach, to be honest. But look, the key thing for me is that If it helps me get the best out of the people I work with to make sure that collectively we're achieving better outcomes for the country, then I'm all up for that.
[00:34:55] Speaker 2: And was that something you chose to do and you clearly want to see others doing or sort of came to you because of the nature of the job you're in?
[00:35:02] Speaker 3: No, no, I chose to do it. I mean, I thought this was pretty normal in other jobs, to be honest. It's very weird when you become a minister, like you have no training or mentoring. You don't do competency assessments. You just kind of get on with it. So I think we should take the time to challenge ourselves, to talk to people that have had experience, to understand how we work and how we operate, and to try and do as best a job as we can.
[00:35:24] Speaker 1: Well, our KPI was to do a 20-minute interview, and I think we've done about 25 minutes, so we've exceeded expectations.
[00:35:29] Speaker 2: The minister's life exists in half an hour chunks. Oh yes, here we've got another four minutes. We can do it. Busting, busting, every interview should now be half an hour. Great. And I've got to go and work out what my KPIs are, as a matter of urgency, I think. There you go, there you go.
[00:35:42] Speaker 1: and whether you feel the need to police people. Well, I'm not. Right, Darren, thank you very much.
[00:35:47] Speaker 3: My pleasure, thanks so much, cheers.
[00:35:49] Speaker 1: Right, so that was Darren Jones talking to us a little bit earlier. Chris, what's your big take on what his message was?
[00:35:55] Speaker 2: Well, I think, you know, journalistically, obviously, on a day like this, all of the obsession and the focus and the breathlessness is around what President Trump is saying and what might he say next and all that kind of stuff. And to a greater or lesser extent, that's gonna be a thing for the next three years. But actually, when you listen to Darren Jones, or indeed any occupier of his chair, if you like, getting that stuff right, in a way, and it's not for us to judge whether it's right or wrong, it's for newscasters in the coming years experiencing their interactions with the state. Getting that stuff right, and also trying to close the gap between people's consumer expectations with so many organizations in the private sector versus the public sector, is massive. Isn't it massive? Of course, there's other stuff that's massive, like people's sense of are they feeling better off, et cetera, et cetera. Of course, all that really matters. But you do wonder in the kind of contributors to people's grumpiness about governments of all sorts of colors, the gap between their experience day to day with all sorts of apps on the phone delivering this, that, and the other, and the kind of plodding bureaucracy and frustration of dealing with the state. If governments, and it's this government's challenge now, can close that gap, then that's really important.
[00:37:14] Speaker 1: Yeah, I mean, I've learned two things from being here this morning. Number one, what Darren Jones and his colleagues want to do about this government app and our relationship with the government is quite ambitious. I don't think I'd quite clocked how ambitious they are. They want to turn the government into an everything app. And second of all, I hadn't realized quite how worried they are about the consequences if they fail to do it. Yes, this isn't a sort of as nice to have as far as they see it's quite kind of existential.
[00:37:42] Speaker 2: And I think deep seated in in Darren Jones's view, and yes, the Prime Minister's view, and he didn't refer to them by name, but he was he was referring to Reform UK is a sense of their view. And the Prime Minister said this publicly in an interview with The Economist just before Christmas, that their view is that unless they can demonstrably deliver, the indicators at the moment are that they lose to reform UK, and as they would see it, that then poses massive threats and challenges the like of which the UK has not seen before. Now, of course, in that scenario, the electorate would have embraced that challenge, and so it's not for us to be judgmental around that, but they are judgmental around all of that. The prime minister pointedly making a difference that he could wake, you know, he sleeps easily at night when there is a conservative government, even though he'd rather have a Labour one, but drawing a distinction between that scenario and a reform government. So the politics of this is a real and live, and then how do you deliver on that scale of ambition on a electoral window that is actually, it's a handful of years, isn't it? Chances are, at best, a work in progress.
[00:38:56] Speaker 1: And whether what Darren Jones has announced here, of this tech company in West London is big enough to meet all those challenges is for newscasters to decide. Of course. Chris, thank you very much. Ta-ra. And thanks to you for listening to this episode of Newscast. We will be back with another one very soon. Bye-bye.
Why did Trump call the Chagos Islands deal an act of great stupidity  BBC Newscast.mp4 (Completed: 01/20/2026)
Transcript by GoTranscript.com	1
