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I have just read the zero based budgeting article. This was being proposed over 25 years ago when I was in Whitehall, and regularly since then, but has never been made effective except across some small areas of spend. There are probably several reasons for this, including politicians and their political priorities, a reluctance to take tough decisions - and the evidence is already there in the ring-fencing of budgets announced during the election campaign. However, most public sector spending is made outside Whitehall by constitutionally independent organisations and civil servants, who are responsible for allocating much of the resources, are dependent for decision making on information and reports produced by public sector organisations that have a vested interest in their own funding and survival. I can think of quite a few Whitehall proclaimed 'success' stories, when everyone in the sector knows they are failures. It is 'how you tell it' and present it to Whitehall, the presentation often through documents produced by professional organisations and paid for the taxpayer, with the 'facts' and 'figures' rarely having been subject to independent audit.
 
However, often the careers and jobs of Whitehall personnel can depend on these 'success' stories being accepted and I can't recall any minister getting promoted,  ever, through swingeing cuts in his/her own departmental budget. Treasury officials have even less knowledge of the programmes so are at a disadvantage in challenging spending proposals - and which official would like to admit that they had been wrong in approving large chunks of funding in previous years? So there is a chain of command from local officials, right up to ministers, the Treasury and Cabinet Office, with each link having a vested interest in preserving the status quo or even increasing resourcing of pet programmes.
 
The UK public sector is complex, partly for historic, partly pragmatic and often simply because that is how it has evolved. Whitehall departmental silo working complicates matters, creating cost, duplication, narrow focus and conflicting priorities further down the food chain, but until we have policy teams providing a Whitehall rather than departmental service, that is unlikely to change.
 


