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POL 941/2/71

Sir Charles Cunningham

The Home Office Wireless Orpanication

1. The future of the Home Office Wireless Organisation has been under review for
gome years and I am now bringing the matter to your attention in erder to obtain
your decision. The matter is one In which a number of Home Office Divisiens
(Estabtlishment, Finance, F.1, K.2 and @) have an interest; but in practice, partly
for historical reasons, the Police Department have had to take the lead.

2. The functions of the Organisation and the method of financing it are Bet out

in full in the memorandum of 24th April, 1954, Briefly, the position is as follows.
The Organisation started sclely to provide and maintain woliee wireless, but has
gince been extended to cover the fire service and civil defence. The headquarters
section does test and development work and the provincial depots install and maintain
the equipment. The financial arrangements are complicated. The costs of the head-
guarters are met from the Exchequer. The costs of the provincisl depots [less the
charges made to the fire authorities which rank for general grant, and the charges
made to the civil defence muthorities which rank for civil defence grant) are shared
equally between the police autherities and the Exchequer as a Common Police Service,
the rates’ share being recovered by a deduction from police grant proportionate to
the suthorised establishment. All the equipment, including the wireless sets, is
purchased by the Exchequer and rented to the police and fire authorities at rentals
adegquate to cover the initial cost (and interest) in the average working 1ife; the
rental charges rank for police grant and genersal grant respectively. The eivil
defence authorities are not charged rentals. To put the complicated financial
arrangements in another way:i-

(a) A police authority:=-

{i} pays rental charges, ranking for peolice grant, for the sets
and other egquipment it decides to hire;

{ii) whatever the nurber of sets it hires, suffers a deduction
from pelice grant, proporticnate to the autherised
establishment; the total of the deductions being sufficient
to meet half the cost of the Home Office depots, less the
receipts from the charges levied on the fire and civil defence
authorities. The forces {Metreopolitan, City of Londen,
Birmingham, and Lancashire) which provide and maintain their
own wireless equipment pay no charges; the forces = still ene
or two Welsh counties - which have no wireless pay under (ii)
but not (il.

{b) A fire authority:-

(i) paye rental charpes, taken inte account in fixing the level of
general grant, for the sets and other eqguipment it decides to
hire;

{ii) where it shares & main wireless station with the police author-

ity, pays a contribution to that authority towards the cost of
maintaining end eperating that stationg

(iii) pays & comtribution, based on the number of sots it has,
towards the fire service share of the cost of the Home Qffice
Depots.



The London County Council, Middlesex, Hertfordshire,
Birmingham, Wesi Ham and Fast Ham brigades are not in the
Orpanisation and make pnone of the above contributions.

{c) A civil defence authority pays & contribution based on the number
of sets it has, towards ite share of the cost of the Home Office
Depots.

It only remains to add that it is by a tediows annual process of bargeining between
the local autherity associatiecns and the Home Office, who have to cbtain Treasury
consent, that the apportionment of the cost of the Home Office depots between police,
fire and civil defence is settled; the shares are roupghly based on the proportions
of equipment, serviced by the Depots, in use in the geveral services in the year in
question.

3, The Home Office Depots were established as a Comnon Police Service in 1947, In
1953 Manchester expressed a wish to withdraw and set up their own wireless scheme.

A Working Party, consisting ef representatives of the Home Office, of the loeal
authority associations and of the chief constables was appointed to consider the
whole matter of police wireless before it was decided what to do about Manchester.
The Working Party reported in 195%. A large majority thought that there sghould be no
change in the existing arrengements, which ensured both reasonable sconomy and an
acceptable standard of service; they recognised that commercial maintenance might be
cheaper but thought that it might be of poor standard. Iwe representatives of the
Association of Municipal Cerporations, Mr Gregg and Mr Pollard, in reservations teo
the report, thought that selected police authorities should be allowed to set up their
own schemes and that the whole position should be reviewed again in 1960. The Town
Clerk of Manchester, in a dissenting report, expressed the view that all police
guthorities should be free to run their own schemes, and that this would be cheaper
than, and as efficient as, purchese and maintensnce bty the Home Office. What weighed
greatly with the majority of the Working Party was that while the Home Office
Organisation might cost some of the large police suthorities more then if they ran
their own scheres, &and might give them less satiefactory serviece, the Organisaticn
met the needs of all the authorities at a reasonable cost; and that if some of the
large authorities withdrew this would leave the smaller autherities with the choice
of remaining within the Organisation, which would have become more expensive, or
running their own scheme, which might alse be expensive or indeed impracticable.

L, The County Councils Association accepted the view of the majerity of the Working
Party, but the Association of Municipal Corporations sent a deputation to see the
Secretary of State in 1955 which argued that authorities should be free to withdraw,
The Secretary of State asked them to reconsider their attitude in the interests of
the Bervice as A whole., Subseguently we had discussions with Sir Harold Banwell, who
sounded us in 1956 on our attitude to a proposal that Manchester should run a
peparate Scheme in conjumetion with the neighbouring boroughs, We reserved our posi-
tion and the matter came to nothing as meost of the other boroughs weuld not even
attend a meeting with Manchester to discuss the proposal. This was in 1956 and since
then we have had ne further feormal approach. Sir Hareld Banwell and Mr Gregpg have
from time to time asked whether any changes were in prospect, but we have said no
more than that the matter was under review, &nd that we were open Lo any suggestion.

5. A rough su=mmary of the views of those principally concerned is:i-

Home Office

{a) Esteblishment Division - find the Central Cosmittee on Common Police
Services' control of the staffing of the Home Office Depots irksome.
This could be overcome only by withdrawing the Organisation from the
purview of that Committee; that is, by making it a purely Home Office
concern which would sell ite eervices and facilities to whoever would
pay for them.




{b) Fire Service Department - find the grumbles of the fire authorities
about the high level of the Home Office charges a nuisanse, and will
agree to any proposal that makes for decentralisaticn; have no real
control since general grant was introduced,

{¢) Communications Branch - are in favour of maintaining the status quo.

{d} Finsnee Division - have no pronounced views,

{e) Police Department - want the system that will provide an efficient
service for all forces At & reasonable cost provided that it is not
too cumbersome to administer; and at present inecline to the view that
there is a balance of advantage in favour of continuing the present
arrangements,

Qutzide the Home Office

{a) The Treasury - have net been consulted and their views are not known.
There iz no reason to suppose that they would reise objection to the
present arrangements continuing and although an arrangement under which
all authorities provided and maintained their own equipment (either
individuelly or in groups) would almost certainly mean greater
expenditure, the Treasury would probably not objeet to it. They would,
however, be likely to object to the existing Organisation being
maintained to meet the needs of only some of the police authorities who
&0 use it, and they would no doukt try to prevent this happening by say-
ing that any auvthority that withdraws shall be required to centinue to
contribute to the costes of the Organisation.

{b) The County Councils Association - are probably content with the present

Common Police Services are inclined to be critical of any proposal to
appoint more staff at the Depots,

{c} The Association of Municipal Corporations - on principle would probably
like the autnorities to be free to withdraw, but probably appreciate that
the withdrawal of some would mean that the smaller boroughs would then
have to meet higher costs, and this may account for the absence of any
sericus pressure from the Asscciation reecently.

{d} The Chief Constables - are on the whole in favour of the present arrange-
ments, uhder which they have no need to obtain approval from the poelice
anthority for capital expenditure on wireless equipment, or for expenditure
on maintenance since it is deducted from grant; are generally rather
critical of delays in supplying them with the mest up-to-date equipment,
but are ready te listen to explanation en this point; are critical of our
failure to provide a preventive maintenance service, and so to save Lhe
wegte of pelice time in taking sets back to the depots for repair, One or
two Chief Constables whe are particularly keen on wireless would prebably
like to break away and run their own schemes.

6. Ve have been considering for some fime the issue of a circular on the lines of
the draft within, which would tell the authorities that they were free to withdraw
from the Organisation, but would ask them to take the nationel interest into mccount
before doing so0. It is difficult to estimate the effect of issuing such & circular.
¥We think that it would probably lead to a number of the larger police muthorities
withdrawing from the Orpanisation and setting up their own wireless schemes, Thiz in



turn would lead to.some increase in costs for those authoritics that remain, but
whether the increase would be sufficient to lead to further withdrawsls, and so to
a Turther incresse of costs for those that remain, we canneot tell, The main

reasons for issuing a circular of this kind would be {a) irritation with the
difficulties and tiresomeness of the present arrangements, (b) the argument of
principle that the provision of wireless, and subsequent maintenance, is not the
gort of thing that it is really appropriate for a Government [Department to do. In
particular, this is not the sort of function that the Home Office is well egquipped
to ecarry out. The existing errangements are cumbersome, and from time to time they
are bound to ceuse difficulties with the leocal authorities. We are also in
continuous difficulties with the Treasury in obtaining approvel of the necegsary
expenditure on wireless equipment; and with the Central Committee on Common Folice
Serviees in obtaining the necessary authority for additional staffl for the Depots.
All these considerations, and in particular the extremely complex financial arrange-
ments, and the faect that we are open to eriticism from police forces and fire
brigades whenover there are short-comings in the standard of serviee provided, mean
that one is naturally disposed to try and get rid of this responsibdility if it is at
all feasible to do so. It must also be borne in mind that the existing arrangements
were brought into effect when pelice wireless was in its infancy and when there was
really no practicanle alternative. There can be little doubt thet there now iz o
practicable alternative, and that many, if not most, local authorities would be
capable, either under their own arrangements or by agreement with commercial firms,
of running reasonably efficient wireless schemes. Whether this is true of the more
spargely populated parts of the country, for example, Wales, is, however, open to
doubt.

T Despite theae fairly substantial arguments for issuing the eircular, there is
good reason for arguing ithat the publie interest reguires us te take no actien. On
the whole, the present arrangements are probably the best way of providing the service
for pelice authorities generally and especially the smaller authorities; and the
practical difficulties which would arise from the withdrawal of a number of autherit-
ies would be serious. Every year the Treasury raise difficulties about our proposed
expenditure on wireless eguipment., If we do issue the circular giving {reedom to
withdraw, there is little doubt that the Treasury would clamp down on the purchase of
any more equipment and on the employment of more staff mt the Depots; and would say
that it was cnly seneible to ensure that no eguipment was left on our hands by with-
drawals. Thie would mean that the Orpanisation would be starved of new equipment and
that the standard of service would drop., I can imagine nothing more likely to cause
difficult relations with Chief Constables and to lead to the break-up of the
Organisation in disorder. This would leave a legacy of bad feeling bebind it, and we
mast at all costs aveid this. This seems to me to be the risk we run if we issue a
circular on the lines of the draft within.

8. It is relevant at this point to give & brief account of the current state of the
Organisation., It has suffered in the past, varticularly in the period 1952-1954%,
from economy cuts and there was & further hold up in the replacement of equipment fros
10541955 while the Working Party were sitting. The effect of this is that there is i
great deal of eld equipment still im use which ocught to have been replaced years fgo.
We are replacing this cquipment steadily om the basis of a seven-year programme, and
1950-60 is the third year of the first seven-year eycle., From now on re-cquipment
will go on as & continucus process, but until we have completed the first cycle we are
particularly vulnerable to suggestions that we have not in faet provided equipment of
good standard, This in itself would mean that if at the present time we were to
concede frecdom to withdraw that freedom might well be exerciged by a substentinl
number of authorities.

9. In fairness to the Treasury, I should point out that it is not only with them
that we have difficulties. The Central Committee on Common Police Services have, in



effect, control of the number of staff employed at the Depots, and in recent years
they have consistently refused to authorise a sulficient number of staff for the
organisation of preventive maintenance. At present, if a set breaks down the

Chiefl Constable has to send it back Lo the Depot for repair. This leads to a great
waste of police time in carrying sets te and from the Depots. A system of
preventive maintenance, which we are assured is sound on technical grounds, would
provide for Home Office technicians to go round to the forces and carry ocut
systematic maintenance. This would mean that a very large propertion of faulis
would be discovercd before there is trouble, and ears and motoreyeles would not be
put off the road because of breakdowns. We hope this year to persuade the Central
Committee on Common Police Services and the Treasury that the extra staff needed for
preventive maintenance would be fully justified. If they show their old reluctance
on this point, I would consider inviting them te amuthorise the staff necessary feor
the intreduetion of the preventive maintenance systen at, perhaps, one or two of the
nine Depots, for an experimental periocd. This could be done by a very small
addition to the numbers of steff, and at the end of the experimental periocd we could
ask the muthorities concerned whether they preferred the old system, or the new. We
would hope that the answers, if favourable, would convince both the Central Committee
and the Treasury.

10. I sheuld not like to give the impressicn that the Organisation has been standing
gtill in recent vears because of these difficulties. In fact, the number of gets
serviced by the Orpanisation has incressed from under 3,000 in 1953-54% to nearly
7,000 this year, This shows the rate of inecrease in the use of wireless. Eut these
considerations do lead to the eonclusion that the present iz not a particularly
suitable time to initiate changes in the Organisation.

11, There is one further point I should mention and that is the likely reactions of
the Home Office Bteff in the Depots. There have been variocus staff cute and so forth
in the past, and these have at times had an unsettling effect. The staffl are
particularly liable to be sensitive about suggestions that the Home Office Orpanisa-
tion might one day be broken up, leaving them witheut a job. Moreover, rumours of
this sort may lead to difficulties in recruitment. There is, therelore, everyihing
to be said for not opening this issue unless we are going to carry it through to a
conclusion; and for keeping any propeosals confidential as long as pessible,

12. My conclusion is that there are three possible courses:-

(i) we could consult the Treasury, and subsequenily the local
suthoriiy assoclations, about the issue of a circular on the
lines of the draft within.

(ii) We could teke no indtiative ourselves, and could try to prevent
any changes being made until all the old equipment has been
replaced in about four years' time. During this pericd we could
make every effort to raise the standard of serviee by sceing that
the new types of equipment are intreduced promptly, and by
thoroughly investigating the feasibility of introducing preventive
maintenance. On the whole, I am of the opinion that this course
is the proper one to take, and it would not prevent us from under-
taking to review the whole isszue if either of the local authority
essociations should press it.

(iii) We could tell the Association of Municipal Corporaticns that we
are agreecable to a few police authorities withdrawing from the
Organisation and providing their own wireless schemes on an
experimental basis; and that in order to consider the matier
further we should be glad to knew the names of the authorities
goncerned. We would go on to say that we do not propose to make
any major changes in the existing arrangements and that we do not

think that any general pronocuncement, or the issue of & circular,
igs necessary.



In ehort, on selfish Departmental and personal grounds, I should be glad to be rid
of this troublesome subject; but I believe that in the geperal public interest we
cught to try teo carry on.

13. You may wish to discuss this complicated guesticon. I am sorry that this
minute is so very long, but it could well be longer! I have not considered the
draft letters in the file, as it does not seem worth it at this stage.

(Intld.) W.H.C.
22nd July, 1959

Mr Cornish

We had a brief talk yesterday about the difficult guestion demlt with in your
minute of the Z22nd July. Like you, I would welecome a change of policy which
enabled the Home Office to be rid of this troublesome subject. I am sure, however,
that in present circumstances you are right in concluding that the course we ought
to follow is that outlined in para. 12(ii) of your minutec., We are not, &s I under-
stand it, under strong pressure to make a change; and a time when re-equipment is
incomplete is not one at which to abandon the present system. In any event, there
seem to me to be strong arguments to support the view that a service of this kKind
ought to be nationally operated, Apart from any other considerations, any
denationalisation would either leave the Home Office te look after the wesker
brethren at greater cxpense, or produce widely varying standards of efficiency,
which could net be in the interests of the three Services who are at present
dependent on the scheme.

My conclusion, therefore, like yours, ie that we should cerry on with the present
arrangements for the time being and continue to do our best to see that the schome
is oporated efficiently and economically.

{Intld.) C.C.C.
18th August, 1955




