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From the Secretary
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cif the

Cabinet and Permanent Secretary to the Mana8ement and Personnel Office

Sir Robert Armstrong

Ref. A083/2ll8

GCB CVO

18 July 1983

I know that all our Permanent Secretary colleagues were as
dismayed as you and I were by the series of leaks of Government
documents during the General Election campaign, to the press and
in some cases, it seems, to political parties. They can only
have been deliberately perpetrated with the object of embarrassing
members of the Government party in the conduct of their campaign;
and most if not all of them must have been perpetrated by civil
servants. They were an intolerable breach of trust, and they put
at risk the Civil Service's position and standing as a nonpolitical public service.
It is not so much a matter of the Official Secrets Acts though no doubt those were being breached - as a matter of
professional duty and loyalty.
In any walk of life an employee
has a duty to keep his employer's confidences and the Civil
Service is no exception to that. There can be no justification'
or excuse for passing out a document, or indeed for orally disclosing information, which is entrusted to an employee in confidence.
If it is done for money, it is an act of corruption.
If it is done for political or for personal motives, it is an
act of disloyalty which reflects a corrupt sense of values, and
the person concerned had better seek employment where he can
pursue the causes in which he believes without breaching his
employer's confidences: it is not for civil servants to play
politics. Whatever the motive, the perpetrator forfeits the
trust placed on him when he accepts employment, and with it the
right to continue in that employment.
If the Civil Service is to deserve the trust which Hinisters,
and those who may at some future date be Ministers, have
traditionally placed in it, and if it is to retain the confidence
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of Parliament and the public as being a non-political service of
Government, we have to reassert the values and the sense of pro fessional obligation and loyalty which will make such leaks
unacceptable and unthinkable at any time. And that applies not
just to th e deliberately leaked document, but also to the information communicated orally to the journalist or to someone else
outside the Service, with the int ention or in the kno~ledge that
disclosure will be damaging or embarrassing to the Government.
This is in no way inconsistent with a commitment to openness
in Government . In pursuit of greater openness of Government and
wider public understanding of the Government's policies and
decisions, an increasing amount of documentary material is being
published by the Government, and to the same end many civil
servants are expected and even asked from time to time to talk
to people outside the Government (including journalists). But
this duty must be discharged responsibly, not mischievously, not
1n breach of confidence, nor to the prejudice or embarrassment
of Ministers or of our colleagues.
The responsibility rests on us, as Heads of our Departments
and professions in the Service, to reassert the need for a right
sense of values in these matters, and the need to respect the
obligations of trust placed upon us as employees of the Crohn.
Each of us will ~ant to find his o~n way of doing this in our
Oh'n Depcntments, and in our dealings ,vith people outside our o,\'n
Departments.
I am clear that ~e cannot alloh this to go by
default.
It is a matter ,\'hich requires positiYe action by all
of us, each in 111S 0\\11 \',ay a~1d at his O\m time; and it is a
responsibility we cannot shirk.
I am sending cop1es of this letter to all Permanent
Secretaries.
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