RURAL PAYMENTS AGENCY: THE NAKED (UN)CIVIL SERVANTS

On 12 June 2006, just over two weeks before the payment window for the 2005 single payment closed, the Evening Chronicle in Newcastle broke a story that would make the Rural Payments Agency infamous across the globe and shatter the myth of the British civil servant as a grey, unflappable functionary forever.  

On page nine of its Monday evening edition, the Chronicle disclosed that:

“Civil servants are being investigated after complaints of appalling behaviour at a Government office on Tyneside.  A probe is underway after claims staff leapt naked from filing cabinets…accusations of drug-taking and sex in the toilets. And today officials for the Rural Payments Agency based in Lancaster House, Hampshire Court, Newcastle, have confirmed disciplinary action and a dismissal have already taken place.”  (Newcastle Evening Chronicle, 12 June 2006, page 9)
Instances of nude leaping from filing cabinets had allegedly been caught on the building’s Closed-Circuit TV cameras.   The Agency’s bored and disconsolate staff had also invented a twisted practical joke which involved leaving cups of vomit to fester in office cupboards only to be discovered either by the unsuspecting daytime cleaner at 7 o’clock the following morning when their rancid smell became unavoidable.  RPA Accommodation Manager Janet Alexander wrote in an email later obtained by the Daily Mail: “Having experienced the finding of two of these [vomit-filled cups] this morning, the smell will stay with me forever.”  (Daily Mail, 1 July 2006, page 39).  Other allegations included obscene language, the smearing of faeces on the walls of the building, play-fights in reception and the holding of break-dancing competitions in office hours.   

The Evening Chronicle claimed that it had been tipped off about the probe at the Rural Payment Agency’s Tyneside office by a civil servant-turned-whistleblower, keen to see Lancaster House return to normal.  However, according to an article by Chris Williams posted on I.T.  website The Register the following day, the well-meaning intervention of the public-spirited whistleblower appears initially to have backfired, as the opprobrium of the local press served only to spark alcohol-fuelled celebrations amongst Agency staff keen to celebrate their-new found notoriety.  (The Register: 'Naked civil servants' celebrate infamy)

By Wednesday 14 June 2006, an unidentified permanent employee at the Rural Payments Agency was quoted in the Evening Chronicle pointing the finger squarely at temporary staff hired from recruitment agency Adecco.  He said:

“I work on the same floor as these people and I am forced to come in day after day to the smells and mess they create.  To be honest I am surprised no-one has come forward before now. A while back I came in and the smell in the office was so bad I was almost sick.  I can confirm all that was said to have gone on. But I want to make it clear that civil servants in the building have nothing to do with it.” (Newcastle Evening Chronicle, 14 June 2006, page 9)
The Register’s Chris Williams also uncovered evidence that the malaise at Lancaster House had escalated beyond childish pranks and timewasting.  In a footnote to his article on the RPA staff’s celebrations, Williams published the main body of an email said to have been circulating at the stricken organisation.  Ostensibly sent by a manager to the rest of the RPA for their amusement, the email concerned the entries that a temporary worker had made on the account of an unfortunate farmer:

“31 August 2005 

dude he was trying to part field suffix fields when its just not necessary! Not cool, man, he needs to sort that out, nobody likes a crazy farmer

14 August 2005

WELL, ON FIELD 0660, THE FARMER HAS TRIED TO CLAIM FOR NA1, NON AGRIG LAND WHICH IS WRONG WRONG WRONG! SILLY FARMER

17 August 2005

yeah crop codes wrong so will take several months to go through. good luck with that! hopefully i'll have left

18 August 2005

HELLO WELL THE PROBLEM HERE SEEMS TO BE THAT THE FARMER WAS SUFFERING FROM MALINGERING HEAD TRAUMA AND FILLED IN THE SAME FIELD TWICE! BLESS. UNDERSTANDABLE THOUGH AS THE FORM IS SO BORING REPETITION SEEMS A NATURAL, RIGHT REACTION

25 August 2005

part field suffix problem as fields named 'a' or 'b' but in unrelated field. could i be less bothered?

25 August 2005

YADA YADA YAH ALSO RING FARMER HE'S MENTAL!!HE'S TRYING TO ESTABLISH MORE THAN FILED SIZE WHAT A NUTTER!I CAN'T BELIEVE IT, CRAZY, UNHINGED MAN.

29 August 2005

ANSWERED NO TO THE MILK QUESTION THEN PUT ENTRY IN Q21. WE MUST ACCEPT THIER FIRST ANSWER,THEY,SADLY LOSE!

02 September 2005

twenty odd pages of fields needing completed, crop codes cannot have a value as non-food type. Apparently. Personally i'd just leave this till it goes away of its own accord. plan!”

On Saturday 17 June 2006, an RPA spokesman questioned over the content of the leaked email by the Newcastle Journal responded:  “We condemn any negative comments about customers, wherever they appear. These are the actions a year ago of a disgruntled ex-temporary worker.”  (Newcastle Journal, 17 June 2006, page 5)
By late June 2006, the report into the goings-on at Lancaster House was nearing completion and was due to hit the desk of the then Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, David Miliband, and the minister with direct responsibility for the RPA, Lord Rooker, in July.  RPA spokesmen moved to downplay the reports’ likely findings:

“So far we have found no evidence of the most serious allegations of staff jumping naked from filing cabinets, having sex with each other in the toilets, taking drugs on the premises during working hours or having break-dancing competitions. 

“However, we have found evidence of staff misbehaviour by a mix of career civil servants and agency staff. It is potentially likely that there will be further disciplinary action on top of the dismissal of one staff member and the disciplining of others following the launch of the investigation.”  
(Newcastle Evening Journal, 28 June 2006, page 9)

On 1 July 2006, the Daily Mail outed 22-year old civil servant Robert Hunter as one of the instigators and participants of the office pranks at the RPA.  More embarrassingly for Mr Hunter, the Mail reported that his mother, Pauline, was also his boss and that she would deliver any punishment meted out on Hunter by the RPA.  Sadly, it is not know what became of the unfortunate Mr Hunter, whose attempt to put his side of the story was published under the headline: “NAKED CIVIL SERVANT WHO'S IN TROUBLE WITH HIS MUM.”  (Daily Mail, 1 July 2006, page 39).
The results of the internal inquiry at the RPA became public between 9 – 11 August 2006.  It was widely reported that four members of staff at the RPA were dismissed, although the exact reasons for their dismissal received less salacious coverage, with the tabloid press in particular keen to reheat the more bizarre allegations from June that year.  The Farmers Guardian and Farmers Weekly both reported on 11 August 2006 that the four sackings were for much more mundane reasons than expected:  

“One was dismissed for stealing a laptop and two for health and safety breaches involving hot plates in the kitchens out of hours. Another was dismissed for circulating disparaging comments about farmers made in emails by an RPA employee.” (Farmers Guardian, 11 August 2006, page 2)  

The Agency also rubbished some of the more lurid claims that had appeared in the media two months previously, stating that the filing-cabinet jumpers were fully-clothed, not naked as had been reported.  These high-jinks were allegedly intended as part of a colleague’s leaving present and claims of ‘break-dancing’ competitions stemmed from a one-off demonstration between colleagues, according to coverage of the report.  The RPA added that five of its workforce had been given verbal and written warnings for this ‘inappropriate behaviour’ but none had been sacked.  

However, despite the revelation that many of the claims were not as sensational as first appeared, four incidents of cups of vomit being found in cupboards by tea-making points and other incidents involving substances enigmatically described as ‘unpleasant’, were confirmed but none of the perpetrators had been identified and therefore no action was taken.    
The RPA also said that no evidence had been uncovered of any other allegations initially raised by the Evening Chronicle’s whistle blower, despite the earlier confirmation by an RPA employee at Lancaster House that all the newspaper claims were accurate.   
Nevertheless, the claims – accurate or not – then formed part of a media storm that gained coverage as far afield as Australia, Canada, the USA and Russia.  On 29 December 2006, the Colorado Springs Business Journal put the scandal first in their list of the ‘10 most unbelievable workplace stories of 2006’.  “British workers have jolly good time” began Journal columnist Mike Boyd, who continued:  “Next time the boss complains about you managing your fantasy football team during work hours, you can point out that at least you are not leaping naked from filing cabinets.”  (Colorado Springs Business Journal, 29 December 2006, page 1).  However, a top DEFRA aide told the Newcastle Evening Chronicle the following February that: “They're far too busy on Tyneside paying out money to farmers to get up that sort of nonsense now.”  (Newcastle Evening Chronicle, 28 February 2007, page 26).
Despite this optimism, the dismissal of four civil servants and the verbal and written warnings given to a further five were not to be the end of the matter.   Despite allegations of depravity and lurid behaviour, not to mention the botching of payments to farmers struggling desperately to stay solvent, civil servants at the Agency picked up £572,000 in performance-related bonuses, according to the Newcastle Evening Chronicle.   The Chronicle reported that, in 2004/05, one RPA official received up to £25,000 in bonuses.  A further three civil servants at the RPA received up to £10,000 and a further 530 received a £500 bonus.   The following year, the number of officials cashing a £25,000 bonus had risen to three, and another three received £10,000.   (Newcastle Evening Chronicle, 23 April 2007, page 7).  The figures were revealed following Parliamentary Questions tabled by Conservative MP Rob Wilson.  Wilson told the Daily Telegraph that: “I am sure the farmers who have yet to receive payments due to them will share my disgust.”  (Daily Telegraph, 24 April 2007).  

