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Running the Home Office is nothing if not a
test of nerve. “You can lose your reputa
tion in a moment – which we did,”

admits Sir David Normington, its permanent sec-
retary since January 2006, “taking several years
to get it back – which we had to do. We are back
on our feet. . . we’ve gone from the bottom of all
to being in (Whitehall’s) top half and building
public confidence.”

Just four months into Normington’s tenure,
Charles Clarke was sacked as Home Secretary
and his successor John Reid described what
felt like being hit by “a tidal wave of events”
mostly whipped up by a migration system that
was notoriously “not fit for purpose”, accord-
ing to Reid. 

“A low moment for
the Home Office,”
admits Sir David, 
“particularly for what
is now the UK Border
Agency.” The deten-
tion and deportation
of foreign national
prisoners – the issue
that left Clarke red-
faced – has been
“completely turned
round”. The Home
Office was deporting around 2,300 a year in
2006. It’s now nearer 5,500, says Sir David.
“People can have confidence we have taken a
grip on the issue at the heart of that (not fit-
for-purpose) label.”

The underlying problem for the department
was that “our processes, IT systems and basic
capabilities were in a fairly weak state and we
have been relentlessly rebuilding staff capabili-
ties while trying to improve systems and
processes”, he says. “The whole immigration
system has changed. It’s nowhere near finished
but is light years on from 2006. I feel pleased
about it but ‘never declare victory.’”

He describes it as a complex “work in
progress” with Parliamentary Ombudsman Ann
Abraham’s criticism still ringing in his ears over
1,300 complaints about the Border Agency in
less than three years.

Sir David is a Whitehall mandarin to his finger-
tips, civilised, urbane, but a tough nut – a feature
much needed at the Home Office which oper-
ates in “the toughest areas of public policy”, con-
necting with people’s prime concerns of policing,
crime, immigration. . . and also when serving

four Home Secretaries in as many years. “It’s
just life,” he says. “You have to deal with whatev-
er the political environment serves up to you
and very quickly have to work with the one you
are given.”

The creation of the Ministry of Justice has
made “the management challenges slightly
smaller” as responsibility for prisons, probation
and national offender management moved over.
But he admits: “There is no perfect government
structure – wherever you draw a dividing line it
recreates other divisions. We have to work hard-
er to ensure we join up across lines which hadn’t
existed before.”

He is proud of what has been achieved across
boundaries on counter-terrorism. “We built a

capability here to lead
the efforts across
Whitehall,” he says.
“That isn’t to say the
challenge isn’t getting
greater but we have
built that capability.” 

When he arrived
from the Department
for Education, Home
Office accounts were in
tatters. “I will never for-
get appearing in front

of the Public Accounts Committee. Today the
National Audit Office praised us for our accounts
being in good shape. The biggest improvement
of all is our financial capability in managing our
resources and in our commercial procurement
units,” he says. “In my view we have the best
purchasing and commercial operation in
Whitehall.”

He has supported change in contract and pur-
chasing. “You recruit those who really know
about commercial relationships and value for
money, then the Home Office board backs them
to look at things differently when demanding

more of our partners and contractors,” he says. 
A review of all major contracts demanded bet-

ter value. The department has renegotiated its IT
infrastructure contracts and cut costs by more
than 15 per cent. “We are all happy – contrac-
tors have a lot of commitment and we have
reduced costs over five to seven years.”
Commercial director talent has moved from the
private sector into the Border Agency, the
Identity Passport Service and core Home Office,
and “they form a powerful triangle of people
who attract other expertise as well as inspiring
internal staff development. I am very keen to
grow some of our own, otherwise you have this
sense that everyone is coming in and no one is
coming up.”

He believes civil service middle managers
must have confidence to change things; that
everyone needs to know the value of what is
being done and being spent; that every interac-
tion is a positive one for the public. 

The hoarding of data on the basis that “you
never know when you might need it” is too cost-
ly. He was asked by the Home Secretary to
reduce mandatory information from police and
others by about 40 per cent. Central targets are
disappearing, and he highlights policing’s single
target of gaining public confidence – they have
to listen to citizens’ concerns and the result is a
5 per cent boost.

Sir David recently visited one of the Total
Place pilots in Manchester, where local authori-
ties, government and other agencies are focusing
on support for the under-fives and their families
at an early stage to improve life chances, health,
wellbeing and behaviour.

There is a sense of something different at
today’s Home Office. He believes staff recognise
“we’re succeeding and we’ve influenced that”.
Budget cuts to follow will be “tough but straight-
forward whichever government we have,” says
Sir David. “We can keep moving upwards”.
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There is no perfect government
structure – wherever you draw a
dividing line it recreates other 
divisions. We have to work harder
to ensure we join up across lines
which hadn’t existed before

A mandarin to his fingertips, civilised, urbane, yet a tough
nut – Sir David Normington gives Lynda King Taylor insight
into how the Home Office has risen from its ‘not-fit-for-purpose’
depths to face the future


