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DIMBLEBY 

Welcome to Birmingham and to Moseley School, a specialist language college with 

1400 students who come from a range of cultural, religious and ethnic backgrounds in 

the south of the city. This year the school's celebrating the 150th anniversary of the 

completion of Springhill College, a listed building within the school which began as a 

training centre for non-conformist ministers and ended up as a grammar school, 

boasting Jasper Carrot amongst its alumni. His spirit doubtless hovers over this 

edition of Any Questions.  

 

Indeed I wonder what Mr Carrot would make of Hazel Blears. Chair of the Labour 

Party and campaigning to be elected as its Deputy Leader. To this end she has a 

website, which offers for sale an exclusive mouse mat, which features her in leathers 

on a motorbike with the inscription: "Deputy Leader of the Pack". Can you ride a 

motorbike? 

 

BLEARS 

I have a motorbike and I really, really love riding it and it's a serious message because 

you've got to try and engage people these days in politics before you can do the hard 

stuff. So it's a bit of fun and I think it's about time we had a bit more fun in politics 

and try to connect with people - that's all we're trying to do. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Broom broom. Then there's David Willetts, one time candidate for the leadership of 

the Conservative Party but now Shadow Secretary of State for Education and head of 

a David Cameron task force, and he's charged to find ways of improving childhood 

for every child. 

 

In the year 2000 Susan Kramer went in for what she subsequently described as the 

sink or swim attempt to become Mayor of London - she sank. She has though 

resurfaced as trade and industry spokesperson for the Liberal Democrats. 

 

Howard Davies has run the Audit Commission, the CBI, the Financial Services 

Authority and he's now Director of the LSE - not the Stock Exchange but the School 

of Economics. But he has been thwarted in one great ambition: inexplicably the 

selectors have repeatedly overlooked him when choosing the English Test team, his 

consolation prize - he's been selected the chair the Man Booker panel choosing the 



best British novel of 2007 without slitting each other's throats in the process. He's the 

fourth member of our panel. [CLAPPING] 

 

Our first question please. 

 

JONES 

Matt Jones. Should he stay or should he go? Is it right for Prince Harry to serve on the 

front line in Iraq? 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Where he is apparently destined to go in the next few days with the Blues and Royals, 

his regiment, to serve in the south east of the country we are told. Sir David - Sir 

Howard Davies. 

 

DAVIES 

There's a rather splendid organisation in the United States called "Iraq Body Count" 

which is a charity that looks at what's going on in Iraq which recently produced 

figures which showed that the last month in Iraq was the biggest month so far in terms 

of deaths and that 65,000 civilians have so far died - civilians have died in Iraq - since 

our extraordinary adventure in Iraq along with George Bush began. And 145 British 

troops have died too. It's hard to know then whether to laugh or cry when we find that 

this week the big debate in this country about this extraordinary personal human 

tragedy should be about whether Prince Harry should go or not go. And I find it 

absolutely remarkable that in this country we are not debating, as they are now in the 

States very seriously, whether we should get out of this activity altogether which is 

causing endless misery to the people of Iraq. You noticed last night all eight 

democratic contenders for the presidency have said American troops should be 

brought home, including Hilary Clinton, who originally voted in favour of the war. 

And yet our government is in a state of denial about what we are doing and the misery 

we are causing. And I think it's embarrassing to an unbelievable degree that what 

we're debating is this issue. My answer is I couldn't give a damn. [CLAPPING] 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Hazel Blears. 

 

BLEARS 

Well I think that Prince Harry's a serving soldier, he's gone through his training, he's 

graduated and I think that you know he should do what other serving soldiers are 

going to do, I don't think there should necessarily be a distinction, I think Prince 

Andrew went to the Falklands, flew helicopters, he was in similarly dangerous 

circumstances and I think if Prince Harry - that's part of his job, then he should get on 

with it. I don't necessarily think that one life is worth more than other lives and as 

Howard said I think this month has been the greatest death toll - I think we've had 11 

soldiers die this month and each of those deaths is an absolute tragedy... 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Would you like briefly ... 

 

BLEARS 



... for the family and for those communities. So in my view I share a bit of Howard's 

concern that this is the big issue but I think that's his job, he should go out there, get 

on with it, in the way that every other soldier would get on with their job. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Do you share Howard Davies's view that this government is in denial and ought to be 

debating whether or not to stay or go as the Americans are? 

 

BLEARS 

Well I certainly don't think we're in denial, I don't think we've ever had more 

discussion about this than on any other subject and I think all of us recognise the 

difficulties that are there. But I do think - and this is never really talked about - we're 

in control of four provinces in Iraq, we've handed over three out of four provinces 

now to the Iraqi security services, that work is going on. The big operation Simbad, 

that we had, was about trying to build up the capacity of the Iraqi army and the Iraqi 

police so that the people who live there have some hope of security for the future. So 

three out of the four provinces handed over, we're hoping to hand over the fourth 

province fairly soon and then we can move towards the position where we can bring 

more troops home. We've already brought 1500 troops out of Iraq, obviously we want 

to do more, we want to do that as quickly as we can but you can't simply leave people 

without having some hope of security for the future. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

And more British military casualties this month than since the invasion. 

 

BLEARS 

Yes ... 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Which doesn't suggest a roaring success. 

 

BLEARS 

No I don't think anybody would say that Iraq is a roaring success, there are still huge, 

huge problems in Iraq. What I'm saying is the work that's been going on, 

painstakingly, to try and build the capacity of the army and the police service is 

absolutely essential work. That isn't glamorous work, it isn't something you can 

achieve with a simple statement - we must come out - I think you've got to deal with 

the practicalities here and leaving people to the mercy of the terrorists out there is 

something that I wouldn't want to see happen. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Susan Kramer. 

 

KRAMER 

Well I come from the party that opposed this war in the first place and we called for a 

planned withdrawal of the troops. We'd like to have seen that in fact completed by 

October, we're getting so close now that's not a feasible date anymore but very much 

before the end of this year. So I have enormous sympathy with the Democrats in the 

American Congress, both the House of Representatives and the Senate has spoken, 

George Bush will probably overrule it but they said let's start the withdrawal in 



October and then complete it by next March. And that is what we should be talking 

about, not sending Harry, but bringing home troops. But can I say something, just on 

the Harry question? That's - I feel really strongly that he should not go and you know 

I understand a young man, I respect the fact that he's willing to risk his life and be out 

there with his men, but I think he has a deeper duty and that's to the men that he - who 

serve under him and to the other British soldiers who are out there and to think that he 

will not be a magnet that will draw attacks from al-Qaeda and other terrorists onto 

British troops is to me just so totally unrealistic and completely typical of the whole 

way this way has been approached. I cannot believe that the British Army and the 

British government have gotten themselves into this situation. And when people say 

well it'll be a propaganda blow if Harry doesn't go, it'll show how bad the situation is, 

we know how bad the situation is. So let's face up to the reality and let's do what's 

best for Iraq, let's stop being part of the problem and start bringing the troops home. 

[CLAPPING] 

 

DIMBLEBY 

David Willetts. 

 

WILLETTS 

Well it has, something has clearly gone very seriously wrong in Iraq and we're all 

recognising the scale of the problem we've got there. I don't think it was inevitable 

that it was going to go as wrong as this, I think the tragedy is that with proper 

planning and without having made some of the catastrophic mistakes that were made, 

such as disbanding the Iraqi army, I don't think it was necessarily going to be like this. 

And I think the failure on both sides, both in Britain and America, was to plan 

properly for what happened after that marvellous moment when the statue of Saddam 

Hussein was toppled. But I don't think we can equally just say now well we're going 

to pull out. The - that would be almost as irresponsible as the failure properly to plan 

for what we should do after Iraq had been liberated, I don't think we can simply pull 

the troops out. And the danger is it would make an already very bad situation even 

worse ... 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Should he go or should he not go? 

 

WILLETTS 

Ah yes, and on the question - on that specific question I think that we should trust the 

judgements of the army officers. I think Susan Kramer makes a very good point. The 

issue is not simply Prince Harry himself, I think from all accounts he wants to go and 

it's admirable that he wants to go, the issue is whether his presence there would make 

life more difficult and more dangerous for the young men and women from across this 

country who are out there serving already. And that's something which we should 

trust the commanding officers on the ground to decide upon and if they conclude that 

this is going to make life more dangerous for all the other British soldiers out there 

then they should decide reluctantly that he shouldn't go. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

On the basis of what you've heard here in the audience in response to Matt Jones's 

question, should he go or shouldn't he go - those who think he should go under the 



circumstances [Indistinct words] would you put your hands up? Those who think he 

should not go? Most people, overwhelmingly, here ... 

 

DAVIES 

There are those who don't care a damn ... 

 

DIMBLEBY 

I was about to do that if you'd just be patient. Who like Howard Davies doesn't care 

either way whether he goes or not? Well that is in second place after those who think 

that he should not go. Do you still hold that view, Howard Davies, that you are 

indifferent if - if there's any validity - perhaps you don't think there is - in what Susan 

Kramer said? 

 

DAVIES 

Yeah I think that David is right on that point actually, I think this is an operational 

decision and I think if it were to make the rest of our troops there more in danger then 

he should not go. I can't get worked up about it but I'm sure David's line is correct. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Thank you. We'll go to our next question. 

 

HOWARTH 

The Reverend Toby Howarth. There is considerable anger in this community after the 

recent alleged terrorism related arrests, some of which occurred less than a mile away 

from this school, when it appeared that the media had more information, more 

quickly, than the local police. Last Tuesday Deputy Assistant Commissioner Peter 

Clarke confirmed that, and I quote: "Key details of the investigation and the evidence 

had been leaked". My question is: Who leaked this information and why? 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Can I just ask you, as a local resident, what was the source of the anger, was it merely 

that the media appeared to know more than the local police or was it deeper than that? 

 

HOWARTH 

The source of the anger was that what was happening here seemed to be - become a 

media circus for reasons that were generated in Whitehall that we didn't know 

anything about. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Who leaked this information and why? Susan Kramer. 

 

KRAMER 

Well it's almost beyond me to think that someone would leak to the media on an issue 

as absolutely crucial as this. And it takes me back to sort of the 9/11 when one of the 

spin doctors I think in the Department of Transport or something thought what a 

brilliant day it would be to hide bad news stories. I mean where has someone's sense 

of values gone when we're talking about protecting ourselves terror, we know how 

important it is that police are effective, as effective as possible and then the 

information gets out to the news media for a media circus. It's the culture of spin gone 

mad. And when I hear Peter Clarke who is not just the Deputy Assistant 



Commissioner but is also the Head of Counter Terrorism command, this is someone 

who knows what he's talking about. When he talks about the work being 

compromised because of leaks like this I am utterly outraged. Yes of course we have 

to have an investigation into this, we've written and asked the West Midlands Police 

to immediately start taking a look at this while we wait for all the various political 

entities to argue about whether or not there's an independent inquiry because that 

ultimately is going to be needed as well. But I have to say this is stomach churning 

and whoever has done this has completely lost any sense of values. And I'm afraid 

whether it turns out that it came from somewhere in the police or the civil service or 

within government or whatever else I have no idea where it came from, if that's what 

happened then frankly we're turning into a rather sick government culture and spin 

has taken over. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Who might have done this do you think Hazel Blears? 

 

BLEARS 

Well I think this question is that we simply don't know. And I think that some of the 

newspaper stories that I've seen have been extremely damaging, I agree with Susan 

that on this issue, of national security, to think that anyone whether it's a police 

officer, an official, somebody in political circles, wherever you are, if you think that 

you could leak information which would compromise a police operation and the 

security of this country then I just think that is almost beyond belief. And if somebody 

has done this then I think it is basically betrayal of everything that we hold as 

important in this country. But what I would say is that Peter Clarke said in his 

statement, I'm not making any particular allegations, we don't have any evidence at 

this stage, and the Prime Minister was absolutely crystal clear on Wednesday this 

week when he said if there's any evidence to be brought forward then of course 

there'll be an inquiry, we'll look at that, we will look at it and scrutinise it, of course 

we will. But simply to raise the issue and then not to have any evidence about where 

this might come from I think puts us in a very, very difficult situation, so if there's 

evidence out there ... 

 

DIMBLEBY 

But the issue has been raised by the Deputy - be Peter Clarke - he's raised the issue, he 

said lives have been put at risk, he said maybe it's for presentational reasons. If it as 

grave as you say it is isn't an inquiry one of the ways in which you establish what 

happened and why? 

 

BLEARS 

Yes I think that is right but in order to have an inquiry you have to have some 

evidence of the allegations, some information, in order to make that inquiry ... 

 

KRAMER 

Hazel you can't just wait for evidence to simply surface in a situation like this and say 

well if something comes up that somebody could present. This is a case sufficiently 

serious, you have to go looking for it. Look the media are not telepathic, if they turn 

up somewhere at a certain time or they have pieces of information they got it from 

somewhere and that ought to be enough evidence. 

 



BLEARS 

But Susan I'm not saying we should simply wait for something to turn up. What we've 

got here is a statement from Peter Clarke that there have been leaks of intelligence 

and operational security information, if he's got that information then I think we need 

to have it, we need to inquire into it and we have to have see exactly who's 

responsible for this... 

 

DIMBLEBY 

But if he says - if he says it's clearly happened because the media were on the 

doorstep, as Reverend Toby Howarth says, isn't that enough to - enough evidence of 

something having happened to justify an inquiry? 

 

BLEARS 

Well I think that we need to see exactly what information we've got, is there evidence, 

if there's evidence then of course we'll look into that and this is not the first time that 

this has happened - this is not the first time that this has happened. I think something 

like 15 years ago there was actually an allegation during some very, very sensitive 

negotiations on Northern Ireland, it was an allegation that David Cameron at that 

time, who was a special advisor to Michael Howard, had been briefing about those 

negotiations. Now there was no inquiry because there was no evidence. And I think 

that making sure that we've got the evidence, we have an inquiry, and we get to the 

bottom of it is exactly what should be done. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

David Willetts. 

 

WILLETTS 

I think Hazel Blears is tying herself up in knots on this. [CLAPPING] If a crime has 

been committed the police are there to investigate the crime, they don't say well we 

wait up until some evidence turns up and when some evidence turns up we then may 

investigate the crime, that's not quite how it works Hazel. And it seems to me very 

simple and the - and Reverend Howarth has put it very clearly, there's a genuine sense 

of outrage in the local community here about what happened and there's clearly from 

what we've heard from Assistant Commissioner Clarke there's a lot of anger within 

the police force about what happened. I don't know how it happened, of course we 

don't know how it happened but that's why we need an inquiry, we're entitled to find 

out what went wrong because Commissioner - Assistant Commissioner Clarke has 

said that this has damaged community relations locally, as we've heard again tonight, 

he said that it has damaged the investigation, he said these kind of leaks put lives at 

risk. If that isn't a reason for an inquiry I don't know what is.  

 

DIMBLEBY 

Howard Davies. 

 

DAVIES 

Well listening to Hazel Blears you can only reach the conclusion that in denying an 

inquiry the government has got a bike to ride on here. And ... 

 

DIMBLEBY 

By which you mean precisely what? 



 

DAVIES 

It was joke Jonathan ... 

 

DIMBLEBY 

I know - I know but I was taking it - I was taking it as seriously as I thought you 

intended. 

 

DAVIES 

Because either there is evidence, which Assistant Commissioner Clarke has, which 

requires us to look into this and it would be odd if he'd made this statement without 

having some evidence. Or if he hasn't then we certainly need an inquiry as to why 

we've got a senior Scotland Yard person and they're prepared to say this kind of thing 

without any evidence. So one way or the other you have to have an inquiry into this. 

And with all respect to Susan we can't have a police inquiry because clearly the police 

are one possible route. I mean you'd need to look at all the people who have the 

evidence and find out where it might have come from. 

 

KRAMER 

You can have a different branch. 

 

DAVIES 

In the long - well that I'm afraid I don't believe in, I just think the police investigating 

themselves is not terribly successful in my experience. And the other point I would 

make there is that we've got ourselves into rather a pickle here about how we deal 

with the intelligence agencies. We all know that MI5 are the agency in the lead on 

anti-terrorism domestically and finding intelligence about terrorists. If you go to the 

MI5 website, there is an MI5 website, it says the MI5 does not have a press office 

please inquire at the Home Office. Now this is absolutely ludicrous - the CIA have got 

a press office, the FBI have a press office, they explain what they're doing, they have 

to account for themselves in public. Of course they can say we're not telling about you 

this, we're not telling you about that but I think we have to be clear about who is 

accountable for what and our security services have to answer for themselves and 

defend themselves. And we've now got into a really bizarre position at the moment 

where MI5 sort of exists but sort of doesn't exist and I think we've got to get out of 

that. The Americans have done and we should. [CLAPPING] 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Toby Howarth you asked who leaked this information and why and no one on this 

panel has an answer to that, although three members of the panel believe there should 

be an inquiry. What would you do to get the answer to the question that you asked? 

 

HOWARTH 

I would have an inquiry and I think it's going to be listened to very carefully by - it's 

going to be a close run race here in Springfield on May 3rd and I think people are 

going to be listening very carefully as to whether the Labour government is actually 

going to have an inquiry into something which is a very important local matter. 

 

DIMBLEBY 



What do you make of the position of Hazel Blears and of the Prime Minister which is 

that if there is any evidence forthcoming then they would have an inquiry versus what 

the others say is you have to have an inquiry to discover what the evidence may or 

may not be? 

 

HOWARTH 

The evidence is very simple and I heard this from the Commissioner here in 

Birmingham himself from his own lips. He made the announcement at four minutes 

past seven on the morning of the arrests. Less than six minutes later Sky News had a 

team, had experts and was broadcasting it. Now how can that not be evidence? That's 

evidence enough for me, there was a leak. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Is that not evidence enough for you Hazel Blears? 

 

BLEARS 

Well I think you know clearly there's something [PANEL GIGGLING] no clearly 

there is a very serious situation here and for the Commissioner to make that 

announcement clearly somebody has actually leaked some information right? Now I 

think it is important that whatever information the Commissioner's got and I don't 

know what he's got, because he said he wasn't making any individual allegations in 

his statement, but if he has got information then he needs to make sure that we can 

look at that and we can inquire into it. I share absolutely the audience and everybody 

on this panel's concern that if somebody has leaked information, whoever it is, if it's a 

police officer, if it's an official, somebody in Whitehall, then we need to get to the 

bottom of that ... 

 

DIMBLEBY 

The suspicion - the suspicion - the lurking suspicion, which maybe the panellists are 

too courteous to express, although the riding bike thing got perhaps close to it, is that 

someone in or around the government is responsible for this, for what the - Peter 

Clarke called - presentational reasons and that that is why were there to be an inquiry 

it might be very embarrassing for the government. 

 

BLEARS 

Well let me say this that the Home Secretary's made it absolutely clear that certainly 

he was not responsible, the people he's associated with were not responsible for 

leaking this ... 

 

DIMBLEBY 

So you've got nothing to fear from an inquiry? 

 

BLEARS 

Well if there's information then we should look into it. No I don't think - if anybody 

has done it, whoever they are, whether they are somebody connected with the 

government, whether they're a police officer, they should take the consequences of 

something which I think is an absolutely act, of course they should. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

David Willetts. 



 

WILLETTS 

This is why we need an inquiry. And Hazel I've lost count of the number of leak 

inquiries this government has had, they've had over 60 leak inquiries, they had a leak 

inquiry as to how information about the cost of redecorating 10 Downing Street got 

into the press, if they can have a leak inquiry on that they should be able to have a 

leak inquiry on something as important as this. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

There we will leave it. [CLAPPING] And go to our next question please. 

 

JUDGES 

Colin Judges. Which will have the greatest influence on the outcome of the local 

elections - fortnightly rubbish collection or the protracted departure of Tony Blair 

from public office? 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Chair of the Labour Party. 

 

BLEARS 

I think people are much more concerned with bread and butter issues in this election, 

I've been out campaigning now for what seems like months, in fact this afternoon I've 

just been in Starbridge, knocking on the doors there, and I think people will be 

concerned about bin collections, they'll be concerned about tackling antisocial 

behaviour, crime on the streets, recycling, the environment, what their schools are 

like, their housing and that's exactly as it should be. Local elections are about local 

matters, people want to know that their local councillors are doing the job on their 

behalf, they can call them to account and you know if they're not any good then they'll 

get rid of them. But I certainly don't think that the local elections will be about Tony 

Blair and those national issues. I certainly haven't had a lot of that on the doorstep. 

What I have had is people very concerned about the standard of services in their local 

communities and I think that's a really good thing for local democracy up and down 

this country. I'm not saying the results are going to be brilliant for the Labour Party, 

10 years into government, it's a tough time to be out there on the doorstep but we've 

got loads of really good candidates and activists out there doing their work and I think 

it'll be the bin collections rather than anything else that's actually on people's minds. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Howard Davies. 

 

DAVIES 

Well the conventional wisdom of all politicians will tell you is that all politics are 

local and certainly in local elections and indeed it would be a pity if the local elections 

were about Tony Blair because his lingering death is something we've learnt to live 

with. Although given what the polls say about the impact of Gordon Brown on the 

Labour Party's standing I should have thought the Labour Party might well want to 

carry on with this lingering death for several more years yet. So I suspect it will be 

local issues but I do think that overall this long period when a prime minister has said 

he is planning to go has not been healthy and good for the Labour Party, I think they 

have suffered from it. You may say we ought to be able in this country to live with 



this and the way the Americans do with a second term president, they know that that 

President Bush is not going to stand for re-election - we can all thank our lucky stars 

for that - but somehow in our political culture you're leader and you're totally in 

charge until you're not. And to say in advance - two years in advance - that you're not 

going to be I think is something which our political culture's not ready to deal with, I 

think that's been bad for the government and I think it's actually not been particularly 

good for politics in this country because we've been in a state of sort of suspended 

animation. So the undercurrent of that problem I think is relevant to the local elections 

though I imagine that bins will take it on the day. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

David Willetts. 

 

WILLETTS 

Well there's clearly a mixture of national and local and what I find so frustrating about 

our country is the way in which the local and the national have now become so 

intertwined, the way in which local candidates running on local issues now have so 

little power to do the things that they wish to do for their local community because 

there is so much national interference in what should rightly be local decisions. 

 

DAVIES 

Something which your government did for 15 years, reduced ... [CLAPPING] 

 

WILLETTS 

Yes, yes, I don't - I don't deny that - I don't deny that but if you asked me whether it's 

got ... 

 

DAVIES 

We need an inquiry. 

 

WILLETTS 

But it has got - the question is whether in the last 10 years it's got even worse, I think 

it clearly has and the rubbish collection is a very good example of the issue. If we 

can't trust local communities to decide how often they collect the rubbish what will 

we trust them to decide? And it seems to me that the fact that local councillors haven't 

even got freedom to decide on that tells us how far we have gone towards quite 

ludicrous levels of centralisation. 

 

BLEARS 

But David it's entirely a matter for local authorities. There are 144 local authorities 

that have gone from weekly collections to fortnightly collections. Some of those are 

Tories, some of them are Lib Dems, some of them are Labour - it's entirely a matter 

for local councils to decide what they want to do and I think that's absolutely as it 

should be. 

 

WILLETTS 

It is not simply a - you know - you well know that there's a large amount of regulation 

about it, there's a large amount of tax involvement, there's a large amount of national 

guidance, I've lost count of how many targets and instructions government has sent 

out - I think 3,000 I think - one a day goes out. So the idea that this is simply a matter 



for local decision is fanciful and I wish it were a matter for local decision and local 

people could be accountable - local councillors and candidates - could be accountable 

to local people for decisions like that. I mean we're in Birmingham, Birmingham is a 

great city, if you look at the civic buildings in Birmingham you can see the pride in 

this city, we ought to be able to trust city councillors in Birmingham and elsewhere to 

take those type of decisions. 

 

BLEARS 

And they can. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Susan Kramer. 

 

KRAMER 

Well if you do care about rubbish collection, I mean ironically probably the person 

you do have to get rid of is the Prime Minister, given the way our system works 

today. I mean Hazel is talking nonsense when she says this is local decision. In this 

sense, in that your councils are only going to get funded for fortnightly rubbish 

collection and they're going to have to go off to the council taxpayer if they want to be 

able to do this on a weekly basis. So excuse me what kind of range of decision 

making is that? And we've all been talking about Tony Blair, Tony Blair is going to 

be gone in one week or two weeks, I will be opening champagne, but ... 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Are you psychic - you're psychic, you know this? 

 

KRAMER 

I'm absolutely psychic, I'll take a bet with you David - Jonathan. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

You take it with David, I'm not sure he'd be willing to take the bet and I certainly am 

not willing to take it. You may be very psychic - you may be very psychic but I don't 

think he's here at the moment. 

 

KRAMER 

I won't get another question put to me for the entire evening now. But they're both 

incredibly handsome aren't they, so I can say that. But on the rubbish collection I 

actually think these are the kind of issues around which we should be having debates 

locally and debates with our local councillors and they should have power. For 

example, I personally think that food waste should always absolutely be picked up 

every week, I mean the thought of vermin or flies or rats whatever, I can't think of a 

more ...[CLAPPING] 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Colin Judges, is it going to be Blair or rubbish? 

 

JUDGES 

Well I'd like to think that the rubbish was the real talking point but I can't help feeling 

that if there's going to be such a Labour disaster that's not due to rubbish. 

 



DIMBLEBY 

Thank you. If you have thoughts about that 08700 100 444 is the number for Any 

Answers after the Saturday edition of Any Questions. And the e-mail address is 

any.answers@bbc.co.uk. Our next question please. 

 

BROWN 

James Brown. Which item of exclusive merchandise would the panel produce to best 

reflect themselves? 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Hazel Blears has got so many on her website and we know about one or two of them, 

give her a moment to think. What, Susan Kramer, would you think would boast - 

exclusive merchandise would best reflect you? 

 

KRAMER 

I can't think of anything exclusive, which probably says something terrible about my 

personality. If I had to be associated with something it would be a cup of tea because 

this is terrible, I mean that's what I have to celebrate, that's what I have to console 

myself, that's what I have to keep going. So it would be that. But you know this is 

coming I assume this question is because of these I'm not a plastic bag fashion 

designer bags that have been handed out by Sainsbury's - is that the rationale? 

 

DIMBLEBY 

I think it's because Hazel Blears, as we've been saying, touched on earlier in the 

programme, it's Hazel Blears exclusive merchandise, she's got T-shirts, she actually 

tried to curry favour by - when she came on this programme by handing me a mug 

which says "Hazel Blears - Winning for Labour"; "Hazel for Deputy" and there's 

another which says "I'm Nuts for Hazel" - that's what you had in mind wasn't it? 

 

KRAMER 

Jonathan I was very good I spotted this being given to you and I didn't say a word. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Anyway you're a cup of tea. David Willetts. 

 

WILLETTS 

Well I must say I think that for me personally what - the item of merchandise that I 

think of more and more, because I have started bicycling into the office again, I'm 

now having been - and if David Cameron is listening and he wants to know how keen 

I am on cycling that would be marvellous. [Talking over] 

 

KRAMER 

Are you followed by a car David? 

 

WILLETTS 

And I think that - well I notice cycling around in London and in the constituency is 

how many people are cycling and I think it's something like that we could make it 

even more trendy and fashionable than it's become that would be great. 

 

DIMBLEBY 



You wouldn't be very exclusive then would it? 

 

WILLETTS 

Well that's the part of the exercise isn't it. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Howard Davies. 

 

DAVIES 

But does somebody go in with a car with your bag like David Cameron after you? At 

this time of year I think every young man's thoughts turn to cricket. [LAUGHTER] I 

saw them out practising this evening and thought I'd be better off out there than in 

here but there we are. And the one thing that you used to be able to get which you 

now can't is a leather box which apparently is more flexible and more agreeable to 

wear than the plastic ones you get at the moment and I would like ... 

 

DIMBLEBY 

This is a family - this is a family programme. 

 

DAVIES 

But I'm nuts about Hazel Jonathan so I ... 

 

WILLETTS 

With your personal initials on it Howard. 

 

DAVIES 

Exactly, a monogrammed leather box I think you could sell that. 

 

KRAMER 

Are you going to confess that you play for my local team? 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Hazel Blears you don't have, as far as I know, a monogrammed leather box on your 

website, as part of your ... what most represents you of the array that you have? 

 

BLEARS 

Well can I just say that Howard if it's going to be a leather box it would be at least 

exclusive to half the population because I don't know that women would find it 

particularly useful. 

 

DAVIES 

Oh they do and the Australians have a particular term for it, which I'll tell you later. 

 

BLEARS 

I'm going to look forward to that enormously. Well there's a whole range of things - of 

things on my website and basically what I'm trying to do is just to engage - we talked 

before about the fact that a young people are disaffected from politics and I think 

young people do want to have a bit of fun. But in order to get across your serious 

message about your policy programmes sometimes you just have to try and connect 

with people and that's the whole idea of what we're doing. So there's nothing 



exclusive but Susan if yours is a cup of tea then maybe you could have it in future out 

of one of my mugs and I'll make sure that you get one of those straight after the 

programme. 

 

KRAMER 

Done deal. 

 

BLEARS 

A Lib/Lab alliance here. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Meanwhile Howard Davies has told me what the Australians call it and I'm very glad 

that he did not say it on air. We'll go to our next question please. 

 

DAVIES 

I'll tell you all in the privacy of this room after the broadcast has stopped. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Could we have our next question? 

 

GABBAY 

Deborah Gabbay. Does the panel agree that it should be against the law for children 

under 16 to drink alcohol at home with their parents? 

 

DIMBLEBY 

This is a proposal from Alcohol Concern that under 15s, I think it is actually in their 

concern, that parents should be prosecuted for this because of the high risk that 

children drinking will lead to alcohol abuse when they're adults. Susan Kramer. 

 

KRAMER 

I think this is absolutely dotty, if you want my personal opinion, to actually think 

you're going to go into people's houses and try and find out what they do in their 

relationships with their children, if they're having the odd glass of wine or a sip of 

beer or whatever else. I mean we have laws that protect children from abuse, 

including abuse and neglect by their parents, and those it seems to me are the laws 

that are applying. That's if there is a child who is clearly constantly intoxicated or is 

being plied with drink in some significant way surely it's evident in the school, it'll be 

evident to the local police or whatever else. But - and it's an abuse charge, it's a 

neglect charge. But the notion that we're now going to go into every household - I 

mean will we start arresting people if they have two bowls of sugar cereal in the 

morning? I just think this is the nanny state going too far. We have to start trusting 

parents and building a relationship with them and understand that parents will have 

slightly different attitudes, you'd arrest every single family in France under that law 

and it doesn't seem to make any sense. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Hazel Blears. 

 

BLEARS 



I think this is a ridiculous idea if it stands on its own. But I think also there is quite a 

serious problem about youngsters and alcohol in some cases, not in every case. 

Nobody wants to stop anybody having the odd glass of wine or a sip of beer but if 

youngsters are getting hold of a bottle vodka, drinking it to the point where they're 

then hospitalised and have to have their stomach pumped and some examples like that 

then I think we do need to be concerned about the effect of alcohol, not just on young 

people either but generally. And I don't think it's appropriate to say you ban it and you 

prosecute people and you prosecute parents, I think that is just a silly route to go 

down. But I think making sure people have got better information, better education, 

supporting parents sometimes to try and make sure that children do not get a hold of 

drink is something that we need to put our minds to. One of the worst things in this 

country I think that we do see sometimes is adults, supposedly responsible adults, 

buying alcohol for youngsters from off licences and it happens time and time again 

and we see 11, 12, 13 year olds in the park with bottles sometimes of spirits and beer 

and we see the mayhem and the damage that that causes. So I think there's a serious 

issue here but I don't think prosecuting parents for giving youngsters a taste of alcohol 

is the appropriate thing to do, no I don't. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

David Willetts. 

 

WILLETTS 

Yeah I agree that it would be silly to try to intervene in what families like that. I mean 

I think many families feel there's already quite enough laws, thank you very much, 

about what happens within the family home. We don't need another law about this. 

We do however need to tackle a serious problem, Hazel is quite right, and I think 

sometimes we focus so much on the damage that drugs can do to people's lives, we 

underestimate the amount of damage that alcohol does to children's lives and it's very 

shocking when you visit schools where they have a problem of kids who just cannot 

handle drink and are often in danger as a result. And that's where there is a legitimate 

role for government - not passing laws but public health campaigning. I mean one of 

the best things, one of the most effective campaigns we had, that really helped young 

people was when the Aids threat arrived 20 years ago now and we had incredible 

powerful advertisements about Aids and that, looking back, it's now seen as one of the 

great successful public health campaigns. And because we've got this crisis in the 

NHS finances the budgets for things like public health campaigns are being raided in 

order to bail out hospitals that are in financial crises, we should not lose sight of the 

importance of public health, why we would like to see a clear distinction and separate 

funding within the Department for Health so that there's proper public health 

campaigning alongside of course the medical care we all need. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Howard Davies. 

 

DAVIES 

Well like everybody else when I heard about this this morning I thought it was a 

particularly silly proposal but then I'm wondering because when I heard Susan 

Kramer suggest that if we introduced this across the European Union we could arrest 

the whole French population I began to [LAUGHTER] I began to think there might be 

something in it. And - but more seriously I do think that the campaigning of Alcohol 



Concern, I think it's called, the organisation that produced this idea, I really think they 

should have taken a cold shower before they came out with this because I agree with 

David this is a serious problem, it's not just within schools but I am astonished - I live 

in the middle of Central London for my sins and the number of people, very young 

people, just lying around at night completely smashed all through the summer is 

astonishing and depressing and the figures for alcohol consumption in this country 

and binge drinking are really, really alarming. And we need intelligent campaigning 

organisations who have sensible ideas as to how to deal with that. But I think to 

propose laws which would be ridiculous because completely unenforceable is 

something which brings the sort of moderate alcohol course into disrepute. So I think 

this is very unfortunate and I think we can forget all about it and get on to more 

serious methods of dealing with this problem. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

[CLAPPING] Our next question please. 

 

COBB 

Richard Cobb. Is the Department of Health a national health service unfit for purpose? 

 

DIMBLEBY 

You have in mind what - junior doctors, hospital acquired ... 

 

COBB 

Junior doctors in particular. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Junior doctors in particular. David Willetts. 

 

WILLETTS 

Well sadly I think we can now see that it is and that it's simply not working in the way 

that we want to see it work. And there have just been such a catalogue of disasters of 

which the problems of junior hospital doctors is just the latest one. And as to how it's 

all gone so wrong, I mean it's a complicated story but I was struck when I discovered 

that there was someone working in public health, which is exactly what we've just 

been talking about, the importance of public health, someone who in a region of this 

country had essentially been doing the same public health job for over 10 years but in 

the course of those 10 years had had his or her post reorganised, redesignation and 

reapplied for it six times. We have had endless reorganisation that has completely 

distracted the people working in the NHS from the task they've got to focus on. And 

so one of the things that we're saying in my party, and I know it's unexciting but I 

think it's so important, is just we would try to give the professionals a break, we 

would try to give them the space to get on with their jobs and not endlessly reorganise 

the NHS, just give them a reliable time so that they have reliable funding and we can 

then trust them as professionals to get on with it. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

And would that solve the problem that the questioner says is in the forefront of his 

mind - the issue of the junior doctors who are not able to find jobs although they've 

been trained at the public's expense? 

 



WILLETTS 

Well that is exactly an example of this problem because it was an ill thought out 

initiative that had not been properly trialled, where everything went wrong - the 

software didn't work, they hadn't properly worked out the number of junior doctors 

that they would be applying for. So that is exactly an example of the kind of ill 

thought out initiative that we don't need. And everybody I talk to in the NHS just 

wants to be allowed a few years of reliable funding without endless initiatives to get 

on and do the job. That's what I think they're entitled to expect from all of us. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Hazel Blears. 

 

BLEARS 

Well first of all the junior doctors' issue is a very serious issue and I've been talking to 

some of the junior doctors involved this week myself. The process was actually 

agreed when David Willetts says let's just leave it to the professionals, the process 

was actually agree with the Royal Colleges because they recognised that the current 

system of training junior doctors was simply not working, we weren't getting the right 

people into the right posts, a lot of it depended on who you knew, about how many 

consultants that you were in contact with, and therefore they agreed - the Royal 

Colleges and the BMA, the doctors and professionals - agreed that this process needed 

to change. Now there have been problems with implementation - Patricia Hewitt's 

organised a review, we're guaranteeing that people will get interviews. I know how 

strongly those young people feel who went into medical school, they're passionate 

about becoming doctors and we've got to make sure that we protect their position and 

they can come through the system. I'm absolutely clear about that. But I say to David 

Willetts - this is not a department that's on its knees. Just remember that not that many 

years ago we had people waiting two years for heart operations, for cancer referrals, 

for hip operations, for knee operations, in many parts of the country now we're 

actually getting down to what we've said is our overall target which is nobody waits 

longer than 18 weeks from first going to see the GP to getting your treatment. If we 

can manage that within a fully funded National Health Service, free at the point of 

use, it will be a fantastic achievement... 

 

WILLETTS 

Now they have to wait to get on the waiting list. 

 

BLEARS 

... this country want. But I say to David - it's not just that the waiting lists in hospital, 

we're now opening every single week a brand new primary care centre at some place 

in the country that will give people excellent standards close to home. In my area we 

used to have single handed GPs with very, very poor services and we're now going to 

have fantastic primary care services, this is a good news story but there are problems 

in the system as well. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Thank you, we are somewhat pressed for time. Susan Kramer. 

 

KRAMER 



I just don't think the problem of junior doctors can be that easily dismissed. Look 

we've got something like 34,000 junior doctors and only about 18,500 training posts 

and part of the reason is that all the different hospital trusts are under such financial 

pressure or have such deficits that they haven't created the posts they expected to 

create or in my area we've had the government insist that elective surgery - routine 

surgery - should be transferred over to private sector treatment centres which don't do 

training and don't have training posts. I mean the thing is insane and who got this 

mismatch in planning so wrong? But we're about to lose something like 10,000 junior 

doctors, we've paid to train them, they've all got debts, they've committed years to 

their training and there is going to be no future for them. And the government ought 

to stop this process now quickly, do a very quick review and make sure we don't start 

losing all those doctors because we're going to need them in the long term and at the 

very least make sure that if they can't get a training post this year they could come 

back and get one next year 'cos under the system you in effect can't do that. But when 

you turn to the people who keep your system going, like the junior doctors, the long 

hours, the late hours, the slog, the constant effort and endurance and you treat them 

this way you begin to undermine everything the NHS stands for. [CLAPPING] 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Howard Davies. 

 

DAVIES 

Well I can't match these machine gun responses I'm afraid. The - the puzzle of people 

from outside the health service is that the government is spending more than ever 

before, and in real terms the money's gone up by a great amount over the last five 

years, and yet there seem to be more concerns and more problems and more anxiety 

about the health service than there was before. Which forces you to the conclusion 

that there is some kind of structural problem about the health service which amounts 

of money can't just correct. And I think fundamentally the structural problem is we 

haven't decided what it is, normally ministers set policy and set amounts of money 

and then let professionals, perhaps with lay advisors, get on with it, that's true of 

universities, schools, whatever. In the health service they don't, they interfere 

constantly and they tinker with this, they tinker with that, they tinker with the other 

thing. So I think we do need structural change in the health service to clarify who is 

responsible for what. 

 

DIMBLEBY 

Thank you. [CLAPPING] Next week - next week: Harriet Harmon; Francis Maude, 

Nick Clegg for the Liberal Democrats and Professor Peter Hennessey, that's in 

Highgate in London. From here, at the Moseley School in Birmingham, goodbye. 

[CLAPPING] 

   

 


