
I
first sat down in the Department for Education in 2013, a fresh-faced civil
servant on the graduate recruitment programme. The rest of the
department was undertaking a bruising “selection exercise” – forcing staF to
re-apply for their own jobs. It was a stressful time, so you can imagine

colleagues’ feelings on being told that grads, like me, were exempt from these
cuts. Despite this reaction, the rationale from ministers and senior oKcials was
made crystal clear – you do not deliberately sabotage your own talent pipeline.

That graduate programme is called the Fast Stream, and I was shocked to read
reports this week that government is not only planning to freeze civil service
recruitment, but potentially suspend the Fast Stream too.

The Fast Stream has been The Times’s graduate employer of the year for the past
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three years in a row, and the year I joined was the first year of the new-style
scheme where, instead of spending their time in one government department,
graduates rotate between diFerent departments over a number of years.

Ironically given the disdain directed at the scheme from the current government,
this was part of a flagship drive under Francis Maude, former minister for the
Cabinet OKce, to improve the civil service by adopting best practice from the
private sector. The rotations were based on the successful model from
consultancy and accountancy – well established schemes which generate highly
competent senior leaders in those sectors.

Fast Streamers are vital to how the civil service functions. After facing a gruelling
application process, the country’s best and brightest graduates find themselves at
the heart of government. While they are on the scheme, they are typically bright,
enthusiastic and (crucially) cheap. If you want someone to spend 12 hours a day
being a minister’s private secretary, to sit in the oKcials’ box in parliament late at
night, or challenge the way a team does something and suggest something new,
there’s a good chance you’ll turn to a Fast Streamer.

ADVERTISEMENT

And once they leave the scheme, Fast Streamers develop to become the backbone
of the senior civil service. Their whole Fast Stream experience, punctuated with
endless feedback and assessment, is designed to give future leaders a full-fat
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experience of how government works, how to develop and lead civil service staF,
how to best support ministers and how to engage with stakeholders.

That is not to say that all senior civil servants should be ex-Fast Streamers or
career civil servants, far from it. Recruitment from the private sector is extremely
healthy for the civil service – providing much needed innovation and challenge.
But when new senior civil servants come on board, they rely on ex-Fast Streamers
(among others) to show them how you get things done in Whitehall.

The reality is that, despite its imperfections, the Fast Stream should be one of the
civil service’s proudest achievements. A modern scheme, improved through
public sector reform, building on best practice in the private sector, and
independently winning accolades for the opportunities it provides graduates.

What Francis Maude wanted was for our civil service to combine the best of the
public sector with private innovation, to (in his words) “create a modern service
for a modern world.” So it should not be sniFed at that a decade on, instead of
joining Deloitte or KPMG, thousands of top graduates every year are choosing an
award winning public sector recruitment scheme – deciding they want to work on
improving our schools, hospitals, welfare system and armed forces.
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We cannot take for granted that top talent will join the civil service without this –
and it’s our public services that will suFer if we get it wrong.
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Ed Reza Schwitzer is an associate director at Public First and a former civil
servant
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