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“Cablefroth News”

“A phony” one Liverpool postal worker 
immediately reacted to Vince Cable’s proposal 
for an “examination” of his bargain basement 
sale of Royal Mail.

Above all, the Right Honourable Vince  
Cable MP will be remembered for privatising 
Royal Mail.

He did so despite the evidence that it was 
unnecessary and that the public did not want 
it. Public opinion polls showed that a large 
majority of voters opposed the sale whatever 
their stated political allegiance.

As the General Election  approaches we will 
watch with interest as Vince steps over the 
terminated career of Nick Clegg, to take up 
the mantle of Liberal Democrat leader.

The CWU is indebted to Ian Williams for his 
short guide to Cablefroth.

Billy Hayes 
CWU General Secretary

blog: www.billyhayes.co.uk  
twitter: @BillyHayes_CWU 
email: bhayes@cwu.org



2

In the run up to the General Election, 
Lib-Dem leader Nick Clegg seems to 
have finally realised how much a liability 
Vince Cable is. He opened the New Year 
by pushing Cable aside as economics 
spokesperson for the party to make 
way for rising star Danny Alexander. His 
sidelining was helped by the news that 
the Electoral Commission censured Cable 
for accepting £6,000 worth of polling from 
Lord Oakeshott without declaring it as a 
donation. The revelation was additionally 
piquant because Cable had cast off his 
old friend Oakeshott in 2014 over the poll 
his Lordship had commissioned which 
showed that Clegg would lose his own 
seat in a General Election.

One could almost expect Cable to 
complete his political Odyssey as Tory 
candidate for Twickenham in a desperate 
attempt to retain the trappings of office. 
Although he told the Lib Dem conference 
last year “We are accused of abandoning 
progressive politics. We haven’t. What 
we have abandoned is the politics of 
perpetual protest. Nick Clegg’s biggest 
achievement as party leader has been 
to make that transformation,” the voters 
are not taken in. They have seen Clegg 
and Cable keep a profoundly reactionary 
coalition in power, heartily taking part 
in its continuing efforts to unravel the 
progress Britain’s society had made after 
1945.

Dr John Vincent Cable MP, and Privy 
Councillor, Business Secretary of the 
Conservative-led Coalition, aka Vince, 
is the Bill Clinton of British politics. 
Like Clinton, Cable oozes empathy, 
“feeling the pain” of those he injures, 

and doing it with such ostentatious and 
unctuous sympathy that many of the 
victims overlook his part in causing their 
suffering. 

Typically, during the coalition talks, 
Cable told a meeting of Lib Dems, that 
his “heart beats on the left,” even as his 
hands delivered the Liberal Democrats 
to a coalition with the right. The Teflon-
coated coalition business secretary 
presents himself as a good man fallen 
among thieves. He has yet to explain 
how he fell in with them quite so 
enthusiastically.

Like the Vicar of Bray  
“When.. Moderate Men looked 
big, Sir, 
My Principles I chang’d once 
more, 
And so became a Whig, Sir. 
And thus Preferment I procur’d,”

He has an almost Clintonian ability to 
charm people into giving him the benefit 
of the doubt. Like Slick Willie, Slick 
Vinnie’s interviews and speeches are as 
mesmerising as a conjuror’s patter, so 
seductive that while his lips are moving 
his audiences do not notice what his 
hands are doing, let alone remember 
what they have done with the spoons. 

Like Clinton, there is indeed substance 
behind the mouth, but like Clinton, 
words form a hypnotic fog that evokes 
intellect, while avoiding substance. Those 
clear signs of an active intelligence are 
presumably useful for Cable’s success in 
evincing a reflexive grovel from so many 
journalists across the political spectrum, 

Cable Stitch



3

from the Mail to the Telegraph and the 
Guardian. There is an endless relay of 
interviewers eager to fawn over every 
word he utters, so bedazzled by what 
he says that they rarely examine what he 
actually does.

“The man who gives politicians a good 
name,” as the Telegraph called him, 
seems to collect favourable epithets 
from every reporter he charms. “one 
of the classiest politicians... with the 
confidence of an informed economist,” 
or try “the Prophet Elijah.” A Daily Mail 
editorial claimed he was the one political 
figure who, on this economic crisis, “has 
consistently outshone his opponents on 
both sides of the House.” The Telegraph’s 
Tory-supporting columnist Peter 
Osborne exclaimed, “How we need him 
as our prime minister!” which suggests 
a strange but convincing convergence 
of Left and Right agreeing that Cable’s 
natural home is with the Conservatives. At 
least no one has called him “the Second 
Coming,” which is just as well since the 
polls suggests that this epiphany is first 
and last in office. 

And of course, the Sunday Mail actually 
gave him a column of his own. One does 
not have to ascribe guilt by association 
to wonder why anyone ever wondered 
about his Conservative proclivities. While 
publicly agonising over the excruciating 
dilemma of whether the Lib Dems should 
go into Coalition with the Conservatives 
or Labour he flaunted his Liberal 
communitarian image. But in reality, 
despite going through the motions to call 
Gordon Brown, he had already made his 
intentions quite explicit. He wanted an 
alliance with the money and the Tories.

“Let’s remember that we voted to join the 
present Coalition. We did not vote to join 
a coalition with UKIP,” he declared later, 
even though the evidence of his partners’ 

reactionary declarations strongly 
suggests that in effect that is precisely 
what he has done. In effect, he decided 
that a coalition with the slightly more 
presentable wing of UKIP light that is the 
current Tory Party was better than with 
the Labour Party, which, for all its faults, 
shared many of policies he professed.

In 2011, Vince Cable claimed “I went into 
government with a clear mind about 
what the problems were, and what 
needed to be done.” And indeed he 
did. One of the first things he did was to 
renege on the Lib Dem pledge to abolish 
tuition fees and indeed to increase them 
to £9,000. Like so many grammar school 
politicians, beneficiaries of the 1944 
Education Act, he pulled up the ladder 
after him to make sure fewer working 
class oiks with aspirations like him got 
to Oxbridge. He had to choose between 
opposing them and abandoning the 
perks of government office, which for 
Cable was no choice at all. 

He could not have opposed them and still 
stayed in the cabinet with his Tory chums, 
even if his Lib Dem Party members 
certainly opposed tuition increases. But 
it should not have been that much of a 
surprise since – but the increases were 
very much in line with the neoliberal 
principles he had been supporting. 
Indeed he had a lesson only this January 
2015 when his PPS Tessa Munt tried to 
vote her principles against fracking, the 
ecologically destructive gas extraction 
technique, but was told it would cost 
her job. Saint Vince envisages no such 
martyrdom in his career.

The sop for the Lib Dems was the 
referendum on alternative voting, which 
they saw as the road to power. Sadly 
the behaviour of Coalition politicians 
like Cable helped make the electorate 
indifferent to the voting method and 
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actively hostile to the Lib Dems for their 
collusion with vicious cutbacks. 

The Guardian at the time lamented the 
“muzzling of St Vince.” In fact, far from 
being gagged, he has unleashed a steady 
stream of indiscretions. He pledged war 
on Murdoch, admitted to party members 
in Dundee that the separatists’ view 
that “a separate Scotland would be a 
‘Norwegian nirvana’ may be proved 
right.” He escaped like a Teflon Don from 
the implication that, Heaven forbid, he 
had anything to do with Oakeshott’s 
leaked poll proving that he would  
be more popular than Clegg as Lib  
Dem leader.

“Some of us never had many illusions 
about the Conservatives anyway,” he 
told the BBC in the run-up to the AV 
referendum. “They have emerged as 
ruthless, calculating and thoroughly 
tribal.” But he knows full way that they 
did not “emerge” that way. Rather Vince 
and his colleagues knew exactly what 
they were even as they climbed into bed 
with them. 

“Saint Vince ”or“ the holy grail of 
economic comment these days,” as some 
columnists have it, has retrospectively 
persuaded reporters that he predicted 
recent economic disasters with an 
implied “I told you so.” He can only 
get away with this because most of his 
interviewers were too lazy to go back 
and see what he actually said or wrote at 
the time. If they had done so, they might 
have noticed that his gnomic utterances 
are as blandly non-specific as a tabloid 
horoscope. Even when the Mail claimed 
that the Commons nicknamed him  
“Dr Doom,” it added that he was “the 
man to whom the country listens when 
it wants answers to credit-crunch 
questions: what, when, why and how 
much.” One cannot help wondering how 

much of this epitheting is self-generated 
by him. 

Cable is both a politician and an 
economist, and in both capacities 
demonstrates why both professions have 
a deservedly low reputation for accurate 
prophecy, or indeed veracity. Economics 
is rightly known as the “dismal science.” 
There are two reasons for that. One is 
that economists often offer dismal and 
gloomy prescriptions to ordinary people 
– usually explaining why smaller salaries 
and less security for ordinary employees 
are good for “the economy” as a whole. 
But more importantly economics is 
actually dismal as science. 

Despite all their fancy graphs 
and formulae, economists are 
far worse than weathermen 
for knowing which way the 
wind is going to blow, although 
afterwards they can always 
explain plausibly why the 
hurricane they had previously 
forgotten to warn us about 
before, behaved the way it did. 

Cable has been a master of such 
expediency from the beginning.

Cable lets slip to interviewers that he won 
the “International Supreme Award,” the 
highest level in ballroom dancing. But his 
fancy footwork on the dance floor is as 
nothing to his carefully executed political 
pirouettes on the floor of the Commons. 
In his three plus decades in politics 
and business, Cable has specialised in 
knowing which way the wind blew best 
for his personal career while providing 
expedient excuses and explanations for 
his masters. But as often with Cable, one 
can never be sure quite which principles 
he is betraying at any moment, but one 
can usually assume that he is doing so.
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He showed similarly deft two-
facedness in the spring of 2014 when he 
expostulated to the Observer magazine 
“I don’t understand why people need a 
million quid a year,” and claimed that the 
public would find it hard to understand. 

This is standard Cable. Rhetorically he 
takes an eminently reasonable, populist 
and popular stand, but in reality, despite 
his feigned outrage, he did nothing 
about it. 

His technique has been fairly 
consistent on most issues: to 
hint at radical dissidence while 
doing the conservative thing. 

It is ironic that it took two Telegraph 
reporters, young and attractive, to coax 
him into telling the truth about his views 
on his Coalition partners, and indeed 
about Rupert Murdoch. He boasted that 
he had “declared war” on Rupert Murdoch 
and that he had the “nuclear option” of 
resigning from government. One can see 
why he wanted to: the Murdock papers, 
unlike the Guardian, Mail and Telegraph, 
have not made a habit of carrying his 
hagiographic profiles and interviews  
with him.

Usually the Telegraph columnists have 
tended to be active members of the 
Cable fan club but the indiscretion of the 
paper’s young sirens in getting Cable to 
sing almost cost him his job. It send along 
a team of attractive young reporters 
acting as constituents to whom he 
revealed the feelings he had hidden from 
the media and colleagues. He indulged 
in some vainglorious boasting about 
his own power and importance but, as 
it turned out, did not tell lies about his 
political leverage. The Telegraph was 
censured by the PCC for getting Cable 
to say what he really thought about his 

Coalition partners, but events took the 
vainglory out of his boast of the nuclear 
option to bring down the Tories – because 
Cameron did not dare fire him after his 
misspeaking – even when he lambasted 
Rupert Murdoch whose bid for Sky TV 
was on his desk even as he boasted of 
declaring war on the press Baron. 

Above all, posterity will stamp his 
obituary with the Royal Mail debacle, 
in which he sold a thriving and popular 
public service to the financial low-life’s 
he had previously denounced as spivs 
and gamblers. In the process he made a 
windfall profit for them of £750 million 
and an equivalent loss for the taxpayer. If 
he were a bumbling style blue-blooded 
Tory, he might have escaped with a 
defence of ineptitude, but a meritocratic 
who rose by dint of his intellect and 
assiduity from a working class family to 
become a Cambridge economist cannot 
really escape culpability. He knew what 
was happening, and in days of higher 
standards of public integrity, he would 
have resigned over it.

He has said, “I think history will judge 
the coalition far more favourably than 
our contemporaries have done,” adding 
“I don’t fear for the future of the Liberal 
Party. In 20 years’ time it will be judged 
as a very necessary government.” It is a 
view unlikely to be shared by the voters 
deserting his party in hordes.

Sadly, Cable has found his true spiritual 
home as business secretary for a Coalition 
whose main achievement is to make 
the Blair administration seem radically 
progressive. In view of the severely 
diminished prospects for the Lib-Dems 
as a result of their part in the Coalition, it 
might not be too far-fetched to anticipate 
a closing of the circle and his taking the 
Tory whip in time for the next election.
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Vince Cable was born in York in 1943, just 
in time to be one of the first beneficiaries 
of the 1944 Education Act, whose 
levelling effects he later did so much to 
reverse. He was also an early beneficiary 
of the National Health Service and the 
other post-war reforms that paved the 
way for working class British people to 
have unprecedented security and access.

His current political flexibility should 
not be surprising when you consider his 
kaleidoscopic political past. His father, 
Len Cable, was a working class Tory of 
extreme rightwing views, particularly on 
immigration. Cable later told the Daily 
Mail that “I made friends with a boy who 
was a communist when I was 13 and that 
broadened my political views, but it also 
brought me into conflict with my father 
who was very Right-wing.” Indeed, in yet 
another interview he said his father was  
“a very firm supporter of Enoch Powell,” 
and it has been recounted, he died 
delivering leaflets for Margaret Thatcher 
in a snowstorm. The son is dying 
politically carrying baggage for David 
Cameron during a Coalition conjured 
austerity ice age. 

Presumably based on Vincent’s voluble 
retellings of life story to so many 
bedazzled interviewers, profiles of Cable 
always stress that Len was a “craftsman,”  
in Rowntree’s renowned chocolate  
factory in York. The implication is 
that Cable was no mere labourer or 
production line worker, but a more 
respectable working class type. 

It was clearly a status thing with Vincent, 
since if his description of his father 
reflected proletarian pride in the dignity 

of labour, Cable might have shared with 
his interviewers precisely what craft his 
father pursued rather than simply sharing 
his caste status.

However, Len’s admiration for Enoch 
Powell and strong antipathy to Vincent’s 
East African Asian first wife should 
certainly have accustomed the Business 
Secretary to the type of company he 
now keeps in the Coalition. Just as Len’s 
robust anti-intellectualism should have 
prepared the young Vincent with the 
Gradgrindish thought processes of some 
of his new colleagues.

Such aspirationally respectable parenting 
helped the young Vincent pass the eleven 
plus and go to Nunthorpe Grammar 
School, where he became head boy in 
1962. Boosted by such promotion he went 
on to Fitzwilliam College in Cambridge 
which was unusually open to state 
school pupils. At his father’s insistence, 
he began studying Natural Science 
there before switching to an un-natural 
science – Economics. It was not his only 
act of filial rebellion, since he also joined 
the university’s Liberal Society. His full 
tuition would have been paid, and unless 
his father was exceptionally well paid, he 
would have eligible for a maintenance 
grant from the local authority.

Following the traditional pattern of 
Oxbridge students grooming themselves 
for a future political career, Cable became 
President of the Cambridge Union in 
1965. So although not actually born 
with a silver spoon in his mouth, Vincent 
certainly picked one up at that stage. 
Indeed he tells interviewers that he was 
also elected president of Cambridge 

The Life of Saint Vincent
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University Liberal Club but that he 
defected from the party before taking 
up his position. Instead he joined the  
Labour Party. 

He has since suggested that the Liberals 
squeezed him out for plotting to unite 
with the right wing of the Labour Party, 
hinting that it was in anticipation of the 
later Liberal Social Democrat alliance. 
Since he is main source for this anecdote, 
of course he could just be retrospectively 
implying a foresight based on subsequent 
events – a ploy he has often practiced 
ever since.

A natural political chameleon, 
from his earliest days Cable has 
changed his colours to match 
his employment prospects. 

From his Tory family, he ricocheted 
through the parties, Liberal, Labour, 
Social Democrat to Lib-Dem as his career 
prospects beckoned. They might not be 
over yet. The Tory party needs the type of 
human face for reactionary policies that 
he has proved so good adept at. 

Armed with an economics degree from 
Cambridge, in 1966 the British Overseas 
Development Institute sent him to 
advise newly independent Kenya on 
its economic policy. It was a neat neo-
colonial exercise to send a neophyte 
newly graduated Cambridge economist 
to tell the Kenyans how to run their 
economy. It might have done little for 
Kenya, but it was then he met his first 
wife, Olympia, one of the East African 
Asians whose arrival in Britain gave Enoch 
Powell – and Len Cable – so much to  
rant about.

However, one cannot help wondering 
whether Cable learnt more from Jomo 
Kenyatta’s regime in Nairobi than the 
Kenyan leader learned from the earnest 

and callow Cambridge graduate. 
Kenyatta’s regime combined rhetorical 
solicitude for the welfare of all Kenyans 
and some genuine measures for their 
welfare, with a studied indifference to the 
amassing of wealth by speculators and 
financiers connected to the ruling party. 
Since Kenyatta had the good sense not to 
expropriate the land of white settlers, he 
escaped censure in the British press while 
corruption and social imbalances built 
up in newly independent Kenya. One 
searches vainly for Cable’s admonitions 
against this. Perhaps his silence is not so 
surprising since in many ways Kenyatta’s 
professions of social concern combined 
with pragmatic tolerance for greedy 
accumulation by Nairobi’s one per cent 
presaged current Lib-Dem policy in  
the Coalition.

After Kenya, just before the newly 
independent state officially became a 
one-party state, Cable moved to Glasgow, 
which was pretty much a one-party city. 
On his arrival to complete his PhD at the 
University there, naturally, he joined the 
Labour Party which dominated the city, 
Scotland, and indeed at the time, the 
United Kingdom. The Cambridge Liberal 
Society President-elect seemed to have 
no difficulty in adapting to Glasgow 
Labour Party, despite his subsequent 
rationalization that the Liberals had 
given him the bum’s rush for hankering 
after alliances with right leaning Labour 
types. Later, Cable confessed to a Liberal 
conference in 2013, “I was part of the 
Labour political machine here in the 
1970s.” What he meant was that he was a 
one term councillor. 

He was clearly made of tougher stuff 
than the average import from south 
of Hadrian’s Wall since the comrades 
knew him as “the Don,” which local 
memories suggest was not a reference 
to his academic day job career. He ran as 
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Labour candidate for Glasgow Hillhead 
in 1970. Presumably the constituency’s 
rock-solid Tory majority was impregnable 
enough to overcome any local Scottish 
objections to a carpet-bagging Sassenach 
being Labour candidate. Defeated in that 
election, he settled on lesser targets 
and became a Glasgow city councillor 
in preparation for the long ladder up to 
Westminster and Whitehall. It must have 
seemed a natural career progression from 
Labour Councillor to MP to Ministerial 
office- except that the dour proles of 
Glasgow Labour party clearly had his 
carpet-bagging careerist card marked. 

Being a Sassenach Social Democrat 
(even under deep cover) was not a 
solid foundation for a political career in 
Scotland, let alone Glasgow. “I accepted 
I was not of the soil in Glasgow and my 
political career would go no further there. 
We bought the house in Twickenham 
where I still live today,” he told yet 
another fawning interviewer in the Daily 
Mail – which was going to excerpt his 
book the following week!

He was still attached enough to Labour 
to try for selection as candidate for the 
London Hampstead constituency in 1977. 
Instead, the local party members chose 
Ken Livingston, who went on to lose in 
the General Election.

Cable then jumped to the Social 
Democrats in 1981. This could be cast as 
a brave step into the wilderness – except 
that at the time pundits and journalists 
and defecting candidates believed the 
Social Democrats’ own hype and thought 
that the new party was the wave of the 
future. It was, of course led by “The Gang 
of Four,” Shirley Williams, David Owen, 
Roy Jenkins and Bill Rogers, who were 
some of the most ruthlessly ambitious 
figures in the Labour Party. They had left 
more because they saw their personal 

career prospects thwarted than for any 
great issues of principle. His subsequent 
behaviour suggests they were highly 
appropriate company for Cable. 

Cable ran unsuccessfully as a candidate 
in York, in 1982 as SDP and then again 
in 1987 as the Liberal-SD alliance 
candidate. However, his native city was 
keener to have him represent it than the 
Glaswegians had been. Indeed, it is clear 
that the charm he exerts on middle-
brow interviewers does not always work 
for ordinary folk, one of whom wrote to 
the local press with the assessment that 
Cable “has the charisma of a wet lettuce.” 
And these were his salad days, when he 
was young and green in judgment!

Apart from their personal 
ambitions, one of the major 
public excuses for the SDP split 
from the Labour Party was the 
Gang of Four’s strong support 
of Europe against the allegedly 
anti-European Labour Party. 

The inglorious outcome of their launch 
was that by splitting the anti-Tory vote 
they helped elect Margaret Thatcher for 
second term, albeit at the expense of 
their own immediate careers. It almost 
provides closure that they should now 
be flirting with Thatcher’s heirs in a 
coalition that flirts with UKIP’s rabidly 
anti-European rhetoric.

Once it had become clear that his political 
career was not as assured as a former 
President of the Cambridge Union might 
have expected, it was time for Cable to 
consider his future. While keeping his 
political ambitions bubbling, with a run 
at the Twickenham seat for the LDP in 
1992, he earned a crust by becoming an 
economist for Shell in 1990. He prospered 
in the grasping, ecocidal atmosphere 
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there, and became their Chief Economist 
in 1995, just as the Sani Abachi military 
government that kept the peace in 
Nigeria for the oil company executed Ken 
Saro-Wiwa and eight other Ogoni leaders 
protesting the devastation Shell caused 
to their homeland. Shell had boasted 
about how deep its personnel were 
embedded in the Nigerian government.

The half million or so Ogoni people had 
protested the environmental destruction 
that oil production had caused in their 
south-eastern Nigerian region and the 
lack of economic benefits for the locals. 
The Movement for the Survival of the 
Ogoni People (MOSOP) led by Ken Saro-
Wiwa, organized mass demonstrations 
which closed down of oil production in 
Ogoniland in 1993.

In response, the military government sent 
a specially created military task force to 
Ogoniland, of the kind known in Central 
America as Death Squads, and set up a 
special tribunal which convicted Saro-
Wiwa and eight other MOSOP leaders 
after a kangaroo trial. The regime hanged 
the “Ogoni Nine” in November 1995. 

In 1996, while Cable was still Chief 
Economist, the families of victims sued 
Shell in in the New York courts for its 
complicity. In 2009 after twelve years 
of fighting to keep the case out of the 
courts, the company agreed one of 
the largest payouts for a multinational 
corporation charged with human rights 
violations. It paid $15.5 million (£9.6 
million) in compensation to the victims’ 
families, which perhaps indicates that 
Cable’s clients’ economics were as bad 
their ethics. Apart from relatives of those 
hanged, among the other plaintiffs 
was Karalolo Kogbara. She lost an arm 
after Nigerian troops shot her when 
she protested against the bulldozing 
of her village in 1993 to make way for a  
Shell pipeline.

The plaintiffs produced evidence 
that Shell had provided the Nigerian 
army with vehicles, patrol boats and 
ammunition, and had collaborated in 
planning raids and punitive campaigns 
against villages. Among the documents 
lodged with the New York court was a 
1994 letter from Shell agreeing to pay a 
Nigerian army unit for retrieving one of 
the company’s fire trucks from the village 
of Korokoro – in the course of which 
one local was killed and two wounded. 
Shell wrote it was making the payment  
“as a show of gratitude and motivation 
for a sustained favourable disposition in 
future assignments.”

However, Shell was not just actively 
ecocidal in Ogoniland alone. For the 
period that Cable was Chief Economist, 
the company was a prominent member 
of the Global Climate Coalition – a body 
that lobbied worldwide against any legal 
restrictions on carbon emissions or even 
governmental discussion of the human 
factor in climate change. That Coalition 
fell apart after the defection of BP in 
1997- Shell tarried another year. It is once 
again typical of Cable’s Teflon coating 
that he remained so popular with the  
Lib Dems despite their attachment to 
Green causes. 

With Ken Saro-Wiwa scarcely buried 
and his own political career pumped up 
by all that oil, Cable became the MP for 
Twickenham in 1997 after the Liberals and 
Social Democrats had coalesced, but as 
we will see later from the letters from Shell 
in 2012, he maintained strongly amicable 
relations with his former employers. 
Shell has subsequently broken its own 
settlement size record by agreeing to 
pay £55 million to another Nigerian Delta 
community for oil spill damage.
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Cable segued gracefully from being 
Chief Economist of one of the world’s 
biggest companies to occupying a similar 
eminence in Britain’s third biggest party. 
In a parliament dominated by professional 
politicians he could speak with more 
authority, as an expert in economics – a 
mystery to most MPs and with business 
experience, albeit with Shell.

Joining a small party leads to the  
“big frog in a small pond” scenario, and 
so Cable’s promotion was relatively rapid. 
He became Lib Dem Treasury Spokesman 
in June 2003, and Deputy Leader of the 
party in March 2006. Indeed, for a heady 
and tempting two months in 2007 his 
deputy’s position made him Acting 
Leader from Sir Menzies Campbell’s 
resignation, until the election of  
Nick Clegg.

Perhaps most significantly  
for his career, in 2004, he was 
a contributor to The Orange 
Book, whose publication passed 
almost unnoticed before the 
2005 general election. 

Even now, it is scarcely known outside 
the small and incestuous world of the 
Lib-Dems, but without the Orange 
Book, it is difficult to see how Cable and 
Clegg and Co could have got away with 
their coalition with the Conservatives. 
It surely helped that one of the editors 
of the Orange Book was Paul Marshall, 
a founder of hedge fund Marshall Wace 
Asset Management and one of the 
Liberal Democrats’ biggest donors. 
The other was David Laws MP, the Lib 
Dem Treasury spokesman who resigned 

when the Telegraph outed him for being 
as imaginative with his parliamentary 
expense claims as the government is with 
its budgets. But that pecuniary peccadillo 
was not perhaps as big a clue to his 
economic proclivities as the fact that he 
had been vice-president of J.P Morgan 
& Co from 1987 to 1994, and from 1992-
94 a Managing Director of Barclays de  
Zoete Wedd. 

Indeed Marshall was a major donor to 
Cable as well, paying for a staff member 
in the early days of his political career, in 
which funding capacity he was joined by 
another financier Duncan Greenland. The 
two of them co-chair CentreForum which 
is the Orange-Book cabal’s continuing 
institutional form for pushing the Lib 
Dems rightwards.

So it is hardly surprising that among 
the other donors to Cable’s office were 
such luminaries as multimillionaire Lord 
Alliance and the recently deceased Lord 
Jacobs, who could have taught Cable 
a thing or two about the perils of light 
regulation, since he was a prominent 
victim of Bernie Madoff’s Ponzi scheme, 
losing millions on the investment. It 
would, of course, be wrong to say that 
the modern Liberals sold peerages as 
Lloyd George was accused of, but it is also 
true that these two gave large donations 
to the Lib Dem party, whose leaders 
nominated them to the Lords.

That could explain the corporate cosiness’ 
during Cable’s run up the election and 
his warmth towards a Coalition with the 
Conservatives. In 2011, a House of Lords 
inquiry specifically criticized PwC for 
not drawing attention to the risks in the 

Vincent Cable MP
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business model followed by its client 
Northern Rock, which was rescued by 
the UK government during the financial 
crisis. It has repeatedly been censured 
for its activities in tax avoidance, here 
and abroad. It is perhaps telling that 
PwCwas the favoured firm for privatizing 
Delhi’s Water Company, pushed by 
the World Bank over local objections 
until an NGO revealed that its plan 
was mostly about appointing a host of 
highly paid executives and consultants 
and increasing the cost to consumers  
by 900%.

In keeping with such a coterie of advisors, 
the Orange Book was a collection of 
essays designed to lay the ghost of 
Lloyd George and his People’s Budget 
with which the Liberal Party had laid 
the foundations for the welfare state. 
The Orange Book overwrote that Liberal 
history while expunging the social part 
of the Social Democrats. It was a true 
return to Victorian values – to those of 
the nineteenth century Liberals who 
would rather let Ireland starve during 
the Famine than interfere in free markets.

Its authors wanted to reverse the Liberal 
Democrats’ political direction completely 
– to outflank New Labour on the right, 
and it wanted to do so just as the many 
in the Labour Party and electorate were 
showing some signs of realization that 
Blair and New Labour had been taking 
them in the wrong direction. Lib Dem 
peer and former frontbencher Lord 
Greaves condemned Cable and his 
fellow contributors to the Orange Book 
as “pseudo-Blairites with little following 
in the wider party.” He was right about 
the first part, and possibly the second 
since the success of the Orangebookers 
was based on a political mechanism 
similar to New Labour’s Blairite triumph 
– professional politicians backed by 
outside financiers hijacking party policy 

in total disregard of the traditions and 
expressed wishes of the members at large.

In the case of New Labour and the Orange 
Bookers, it allowed leaders to promulgate 
and pursue conservative neoliberal 
policies under a feel-good penumbra 
of good will generated by their parties’ 
traditional policies and their base of loyal 
supporters, who after all were often the 
victims of these callous policies. 

Most famously, even if were silent on 
privatisation of the Royal Mail, it was 
vociferous about throwing open the 
National Health Service. With some 
accuracy, Lib Dem peer Lord Greaves 
condemned Cable and his fellow 
contributors to the Orange Book as 
“pseudo-Blairites with little following in 
the wider party.”

And like New Labour under Blair, they 
largely suborned the wishes of their 
party, signing on for lower taxes and 
austerity as they began the preliminary 
manoeuvring to draw alongside the 
Conservatives. Cable’s chapter on 
‘Liberal Economics and Social Justice’ 
prescribed ‘a wave of regulatory reform’ 
with more ‘self-regulation reinforced 
by statute’ and using markets rather 
than quantitative regulations, with ‘a 
satisfactory and independent system for 
regulatory impact assessment, to ensure 
that regulatory action is proportionate 
to the size of the problem and the costs  
of regulation.”

In 2012, American regulators were 
fining Standard Chartered Bank $677m 
and considering shutting it for money 
laundering and lax regulation and 
the response of Cable’s colleague UK 
chancellor George Osborne was to plead 
with the US Treasury for leniency. Of 
course Cable’s Lib Dem response was 
more nuanced. He went to the opera as 
a guest of the Bank, to see Wagner’s Ring 
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Cycle beginning. As Private Eye wickedly 
pointed out, that is the one in which the 
gold is stolen.

In short, Cable’s idea of a 
regulatory regime was exactly 
the type of cosily clubbable 
regulatory regime that led to the 
financial collapse of 2008, which 
he now claims he predicted!

Echoing the fetishes of neoliberal true-
believers Cable argued that ‘penal 
rates of tax” destroyed freedom and he 
prescribed that marginal rates should 
never exceed 50% nor should the overall 
size of the state sector go beyond  
40% of GDP. 

He presaged the formulaic and dogmatic 
prescriptions with which the like-
minded German bankers have been 
stifling growth in the EU and particularly 
in southern EU countries like Greece 
and Spain. Cable railed against “a 
small and expensive army of financial 
regulators ticking numerous boxes” 
that “currently seems totally blind to the 
dangers presented by unrestrained debt 
promotion and spiralling personal debt.”

Paul Krugman, the Nobel economist 
asserts that such “zeal for deregulation 
set Britain up for a fall.” He asserts that 
weak regulators allowed City bankers to 
gamble with astronomical amounts of 
money – and toxic instruments like US 
mortgage backed securities. The prophet 
Cable told the Commons in June 1999, 
in a Commons debate on the Financial 
Services and Markets Bill, that he 
supported “the liberal market” approach 
to the regulation of financial services. “No 
one is arguing for an increasingly severe, 
more onerous and dirigiste system of 
regulation.” Rather, it should be “done 
on a light-touch basis,” he prescribed. 

As often, he spoke magisterially, 
falsely implying that he and his clique 
of NeoLiberal bankers represented a 
majority consensus. 

So yes, he foresaw a crisis, as did many 
others who saw the ballooning bubble. 
But as he later admitted himself, he did 
not see that it was toxic mortgage lending 
in the US that would be the first mover of 
the bubble bursting let alone that it was 
the unrestrained churning and trading by 
banks that allowed it to grow cancerously 
to metastasize throughout the banking 
system. There one of the problems was 
the total inefficacy of the type of self-
regulation that he advocated which was 
effectively to let the wolves look after the 
sheep-fold. Cable was a link in the chain 
of disasters, not the omniscient saviour of 
the economy.

Despite his feel-good talk, Cable openly 
came out on the side of a neoliberal 
conspiracy to subvert what most people 
had hitherto thought of as Liberal 
Democratic thinking. The Orange 
Bookers followed in the footsteps of 
Blair and Clinton – and indeed one might 
add many of the Gang of Four and their 
followers – in their conviction that the 
purpose of politics was to pursue power, 
not principles. With that target in mind 
there were no great scruples about 
getting in bed with coalition partners 
who completely opposed everything you 
had previously claimed you stood for. 

Indeed, while Cable tries to pick up the 
prophet’s mantle, it was Mehdi Hasan in 
the New Statesman who won the crown 
since he noted long before the election 
in 2009, “On Cable’s watch, the Lib Dems 
have lurched to the right, dropping their 
plans for a 50p-in-the-pound tax rate on 
high earners and committing, at their 
party conference in 2008, to combined tax 
and spending cuts – presumably in order 



13

to chase Tory votes at the next election 
and perhaps even prepare the ground for 
a coalition with the Conservatives in the 
event of a hung parliament.” 

However, Cable is still in with some claim 
since in 2005 he had already warned 
that Lib Dems might drop their policy 
of “equidistance” between the two 
main parties even as he pretended to be 
pondering the options carefully. He, and 
doubtless Clegg as well, had decided. As 
he wrote, “If the pendulum swings, it may 
swing to a combination of Conservatives 
and Liberal Democrats.”

Cable and the Rolling Over the State
Cable told the Guardian after the 
referendum, “I went into government 
with a clear mind about what the 
problems were, and what needed to be 
done.” Cable’s ability to couple with the 
Tories while talking dirty about them in 
public while doing the dirty with them 
under the covers is at the heart of his 
charm. As when he told the Glasgow Lib 
Dem Conference, “The challenge today is 
to reinforce that Liberal tradition which is 
at risk of being compromised by working 
with what, on Clydeside, are called ‘the 
hated Tories’. And that’s when people 
are being polite. Like you, I’ve spent most 
of my political life fighting against those 
‘hated Tories’. But despite that I believe 
that it was both brave and absolutely 
right for the party, under Nick Clegg’s 
leadership, to work with the Tories in 
an economic emergency, in the UK  
national interest.”

And of course, his accession to Ministerial 
office and the consequent limelight was 
of not material to his decision at all. The 
verbiage acknowledges the antipathy of 
his audience and feigns sympathy with it, 
even as he rebuffs their concerns. At that 
particular Glasgow Liberal conference 

he evoked the pseudo-radicalism he 
thought would appeal to his audience, 
“We are five years on from the biggest 
market failure of our lifetime. Financial 
capitalism collapsed and was rescued 
by the state. Labour was in charge and 
had fallen asleep at the wheel. They 
were negligent. The Tories’ friends and 
donors were at the heart of the greed 
and recklessness which lay behind that 
disaster. Today they yearn to return to 
‘business as usual’. Whilst we work with 
them, pragmatically and constructively, 
to clean up the mess, we must not allow 
them to turn the clock back.” 

This is the type of work that Doctor 
Doom, Saint Vince, “The Jeremiah of the 
Coalition,” the “holy Grail of Economic 
Comment” etc and bar, excels at. 

Cable’s smoke-screen of 
feigned rhetoric sometimes 
irritates the eyes of his more 
sensitive supporters in the City, 
who do not always understand 
that he is only kidding with his 
tirades against bankers and 
dodgy financiers. 

Using his feigned economic omniscience, 
he could pursue policies that inevitably 
led to coalition with the conservatives. 
And with his gift of the gab, like the 
conjurer who patters diverts the 
audience, he could make his real moves 
unobserved. As one Tory minister put it 
soon, Cable’s Coalition was practicing 
cuts that ”Margaret Thatcher in the 1980s 
could only have dreamt of.”

Having pushed for the Lib Dems to join a 
Tory-led Coalition, in return for a doomed 
vote on Alternative Voting, Cable 
unsurprisingly resigned from his party 
positions in May 2010 to become Business 
Secretary in the Coalition government. 
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The Lib Dems saw AV as their political 
magic wand which will free them from 
ineffectual minority status forever. But 
Cable, a Coalition office holder had some 
serious chutzpah even by his standards 
when he appealed to the Labour Party he 
had scorned as Coalition partner to join 
him in a yes vote on AV. 

“It’s time for the progressive majority 
in the country to rise above this narrow 
tribalism and support this reform because 
we need to make sure the progressive 
majority wins elections in this century 
and not the Conservatives as they did, 
by the back door, for two-thirds of the 
last century,” he orated in 2011 about the 
government that he remained a member 
of in 2015.

When Cameron, not so discreetly, helped 
trounce the AV initiative the Cable 
chameleon spoke. “Some of us never had 
many illusions about the Conservatives, 
but they have emerged as ruthless, 
calculating and thoroughly tribal. But 
that doesn’t mean to say we can’t work 
with them. I think they have always been 
that way, but you have to be businesslike 
and professional and you have to work 
with people who aren’t your natural 
bedfellows and that is being grown-
up in politics. We are going to continue  
to do that.”

Faced with holding a grudge or holding 
onto office, there was no competition. He 
had a lot of help clarifying his mind. It was 
not only PWC and the various millionaire 
Lib Dem Peers who had his ear. 

Indeed his UK government did resist 
attempts to tax increased carbon usage, 
while in 2014 he was “blasting” carbon 
taxes and similar “green” imposts to the 
Liberal Democratic Party conference, for 
their costs on business, so the whispers 
in his Shell-like ear have had a continuing 
effect, to the extent he was prepared 

to go against his own party’s cherished 
environmental policy!

It is unfair to say that Cable 
was exclusively the minister for 
Shell. He has hedge funds in his 
political genes as well, as we 
saw with his sponsorship from 
Paul Marshall of hedge fund 
Wace Asset Management.

Last year, 2014, he shamelessly played 
to the gallery at the Lib Dem conference 
“Let us remember why we are in 
government. That we joined the coalition 
because there was a national economic 
emergency. That we worked with the 
Tories because voters chose them as the 
largest party, not because we like them or 
because we ARE like them.” He explained 
that “One of the lingering legacies is the 
budget deficit and yes the DEFICIT has to 
be dealt with. But the need for budget 
discipline mustn’t become an obsession 
with ever deeper cuts in public spending. 
Key public services have already been 
cut to the bone from legal aid and local 
government, to policing and defence. 
The Tories are ideologically obsessed 
by cuts because they see it as a way of 
destroying public service and the welfare 
state, which they detest. Let us be clear. 
The Tories’ proposal to take another 
£25 billion or more out of welfare and 
unprotected Government departments 
will do great harm to valuable services: 
to imagine otherwise is fantasy. I will 
categorically not go along with this.”

But if he had the nuclear option to bring 
down the coalition, as he boasted to the 
lissom Torygraph lasses, the question 
is, how did the Coalition see out a full 
parliamentary term without the Business 
Secretary’s finger ever being seen 
hovering over the button in the face of 
unprecedented cuts in services.
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Another hint of the reactionary 
conservatism lurking under his liberal 
facade was his support for what Dave 
Prentis, general secretary of UNISON, 
called “Beecroft lite.” This is the 
employment legislation cutting back 
on job protection, as workers reel under 
the assault of austerity, cuts in public 
services and falling real incomes and 
rising unemployment. Prentis called it, 
“a blatant attack on workers’ rights,” 
pointing out that “the UK already has 
some of the weakest labour laws in 
Europe. Weighing the scales heavily in 
favour of bosses – who can hire and fire at 
will – will only fuel insecurity, lengthening 
the dole queues and making the UK’s 
damaging recession worse.”

Paul Kenny, general secretary of the GMB, 
added an economic critique against 
Cable, “This is unlikely to create jobs as 
the overwhelming majority of employers 
do not think about the rights of 
employees when making decisions about 
employing more staff. Such decisions are 
influenced by factors like their confidence 
about future demand for their goods 
or services... it will have a dampening 
effect on consumer demand which will 
in turn further weaken the confidence 
of businesses who consequently will not 
take on workers.” Indeed even Shadow 
Business Secretary Chuka Umunna 
weighed in, “Vince Cable’s employment 
law proposals today water down  
the rights at work of every employee  
in the UK.” 

Yet again Cable reverted to one of his 
favourite tactics, “blasting” unpopular 
targets in the media while doing 
their bidding in the Department. He 
promised the old Whitehall favourite, 
an “enquiry” into worker’s employment 
rights, even as he went ahead with Tory 
moves to attenuate them, and just as 
his department ignored the pleas from 

most pub managers and tenants and 
discounted the option to allow tenants to 
sell products “free of tie.”

“The enquiry,” as every fan of “Yes 
Minister” knows is tantamount to filing 
the issue on the dark side of the Moon. 
After the Royal Mail debacle he asked 
officials to “investigate whether future 
share offers by the government could be 
handled differently,”

Candour and Loyalty?
Last year we got a renewed appreciation 
of why his former comrades of the 
Glasgow Labour Party might have called 
him “the Don,” with his ruthless attitude 
to his colleagues. He has inveighed 
against what he sees as the “tribalism” of 
Labour and Conservatives, and his own 
behaviour suggests why it upsets him. 
Members of tribes show some loyalty 
to each other and loyalty is hard to find 
with Cable. He is as underhand with his 
party colleagues as he is as expedient 
with his Coalition partners. His old chum 
and colleague Lord Oakeshott was so 
close to Cable that he had paid for a 
poll in his Twickenham seat which came 
to light in May 2014 when it was leaked 
to the Guardian alongside other polls 
commissioned by Oakeshott which 
suggested the party would do better 
with Cable as leader and that Nick Clegg 
was likely to lose his seat in Sheffield 
Hallam at the next election.

The Teflon coated Business 
Secretary seems to have 
survived unscathed a double 
whammy. 

Kathryn Hudson, the parliamentary 
commissioner for standards ruled Cable 
broke parliamentary regulations by not 
declaring within 28 days the donation of 
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polling worth £6,000 that Lord Oakeshott 
commissioned into Cable’s popularity in 
his constituency of Twickenham. He has 
now, much later recorded it as a donation 
in kind.

The revelation shone a spotlight Cable’s 
ingratitude and, not to put too fine 
a point on it treachery. At the same 
time as Oakeshott commissioned a 
poll at Twickenham he had polled 
others reinforcing local election results 
suggesting that under Clegg, Lib Dems 
were headed to disaster and that the Lib 
Dem would indeed probably lose his seat 
at Sheffield Hallam. It also suggested that 
Cable would be more electorally popular. 
The poll was leaked, in an attempt to 
persuade Clegg to step down. 

Clegg was unhappy, and Oakeshott 
resigned. The news broke while Cable 
was on an official visit to China, and 
when approached there the Business 
Secretary promptly washed his hands of 
his old friend and, as it was later revealed, 
current benefactor. Cable had been 
unable to coordinate his story and denied 
knowledge of the polls even as Oakeshott 
affirmed that he had been told.

“We are not in contact, and I’m not 
expecting to be in the foreseeable 
future,” Cable told the press. Oakeshott 
was no longer so important to Cable’s 
political career – Clegg still was! Cable 
also claimed “no knowledge” of the polls 
in Clegg’s seat that wanted him ousted 
although Lord Oakeshott said that he 
had “told Vince the result of those polls, 
several weeks before.” 

In Oakeshott’s account of events, 
Cable approved a survey about voting 
intentions in his constituency of 
Twickenham but asked for a question 
on what would happen with a change 
of leader to be removed. Oakeshott said 
Cable did not commission the ICM polling 

on four key Lib Dem constituencies that 
suggested the party would do better 
under a different leader, but that he was 
told about the results some weeks before.

Oakeshott could indeed be suspected of 
naivety since his public statements seem 
to imply that he preferred Cable over 
Clegg because and blamed the Liberal 
leader for the party’s drift rightwards 
towards the Coalition. One cannot help 
but wonder what Cable had told him 
privately to suggest that he was not 
happy with that, since all the evidence is 
that Cable was at one with Clegg on this 
issue. 

Oakeshott however is putting 
his money where his mouth is 
now, and committing £600,000 
to candidates who he hopes 
will help Ed Miliband get into 
Downing Street. Cable is not  
one of them.

Money Cable

Cable, the ineffective Scourge of 
Overpaid Financiers
Cable’s rhetoric sometimes gets him into 
trouble with more sensitive supporters in 
the City who do not always understand 
that he is only kidding with his tirades 
against bankers and dodgy financiers, 
as when he used a speech at the Liberal 
Democrat conference to brand bankers 
as “spivs and gamblers.” In fact the 
headlines often have Cable taking 
“blasts” at bankers, to the extent that his 
erstwhile sponsor Paul Marshall, warned 
him against further attacks on the City. 
From the conference Marshall told the 
Daily Telegraph: “It’s popular to bash the 
banks, there’s a great deal of political 
appeal in that. But it’s actually more 
important to fight the European financial 
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legislation which is being driven by the 
French and the Germans at the moment. 
We must be careful not to kill the goose 
that lays the golden eggs.”

However, showing his awareness that 
Cable’s heart was in the Right (sic) place 
Marshall urged his fellow speculators 
City to respond to Cable who, he assured 
them was fundamentally pro-markets. He 
could be fairly sure that his protégé would 
fend off any bureaucratic interference in 
money-making and happily fudge the 
question of whose plates the golden 
eggs would be served on.

Cable’s creative use of 
ambiguity implies support for 
the sentiments of, for example, 
environmental soundness  
or disdain for fat cat guzzling 
which appeals to Liberal 
Democratic sentiment and  
voter susceptibilities. 

His rhetoric is very effective, convincing 
even Michael Meacher, who once said 
that “Vince Cable, to give him credit, is 
the one member of the Cabinet who is 
seriously concerned about pay extremism 
in the boardroom. The rest are seriously 
in favour of it. But the measures he has 
so far put in place, albeit harried at every 
turn by the Tory Right, will achieve little.” 

Meacher, who is himself a nice guy, might 
well be taken in by Cable’s plausible nice 
guy performance which, as always, is 
more about appearances than practical 
delivery. He seems to miss the point 
that the serious concern is for public 
consumption to cover up the purposefully 
ineffective measures against fat cat 
feeding frenzies, as demonstrated so 
signally in the enrichment of the bankers 
over the Royal Mail.

It is true that in the wake of the obscene 
feeding frenzy and the financial crisis 
that Cable steered through a binding 
shareholder vote at least once every 
three years on executive pay policy, 
and mandated that CEO’s remuneration 
packages should be published as 
total sums, but how much of that is a 
Cablegram to potential voters, and how 
much is real?

Firstly, executives have many years 
of experience putting blinkers on 
shareholders when it comes to 
remuneration. In addition, major financial 
institutions, investors in these companies 
quite correctly feel that corporate 
management dips into shareholder 
returns by overpaying themselves. 
Secondly the measure did not really affect 
one of the major sources of inequality 
and indeed financial instability, which 
was not managerial salaries and perks 
but bonuses for bankers, which do not 
get shareholder votes.

In keeping with his bluster and blasting, 
in 2012 he portentously wrote to 
the chairmen of the remuneration 
committees of the FTSE-100 companies 
demanding that they curtail top pay, and 
then vaguely threatened that failure to 
comply with undermine their “business’s 
licence to operate.” None of them had 
ever had a business licence so although 
it sounded ominous, it had no effect at 
all in the real world. However, he could 
polish his shining armour for public 
consumption, while sheathing his sword 
for his friends in business.

He declaimed, “Getting pay wrong 
damages popular trust in business and 
undermines the duty to promote the 
long-term success of the company. I 
therefore think it vitally important that 
remuneration committees consider how 
remuneration policies can genuinely 
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support sustainable value creation and 
avoid creating unwelcome incentives to 
focus excessively on short-term goals. At 
a time when every part of the economy 
is striving to get more from less, I hope 
you find yourselves animated by the  
same spirit.”

When he was blustering, FTSE-100 chief 
executives’ total pay was 120 times the 
average earnings of their employees up 
from 47 times in 1998. Since then, they 
have continued their inexorable rise. 
And as we saw when the Royal Bank 
of Scotland awarded bonuses of £576 
million to the bankers who had run the 
nationalised giant into a £8.2 billion loss, 
he complained publicly, even though 
he was the Business Secretary heading 
the department responsible for the 
government’s 82% stake in the bank. 

The government acquired that stake 
following the financial crash engineered 
by the very same bankers taking the 
bonuses. He blustered “I’ve asked one or 
two of the more sympathetic bankers to 
explain it to me,” he said, explaining that 
their response was “because others get it, 
so I should, too.” It was, he concluded a 
“ludicrous mindset.” 

One would never guess that 
he was the Business Secretary 
heading the department 
ludicrously responsible for 
the government’s 82% stake 
acquired following the financial 
crash engineered by the very 
same bankers taking the 
bonuses!

When he was Lib Dem Treasury 
Spokesman, speaking to the gallery 
during the crisis, he said “The Chinese 
and Indians have state-owned banks 
which have avoided the gross follies of 

ours.” In fact, he had a rare opportunity. 
RBS was in fact owned by the tax payer So 
when it suits, he can extol the virtues of 
public ownership – but obviously not for 
the RBS and almost certainly not for the 
Royal Mail, where if customary practice 
is followed, the pay packets of the 
management will begin to bloat rapidly 
in its Brave New privatised world.

However maybe the chiding from 
sponsors like Paul Marshall had its 
effect, since when the BBC’s Katy Clark 
questioned such looting, Cable dropped 
his feigned indignation and lectured her 
(BBC 29 April 14) “It is just a fact of life. 
That’s the way financial markets work.” 
And the pay juggernaut rolled onward at 
the end of Cable’s Coalition in the same 
uninhibited liberally lubricated way it had 
at the beginning. 

Fee Fi, Ho Hum!
Vince likes to prescribe harsh economic 
medicine but he is very like Bill Clinton 
– he always wants to tell people what 
they want to hear, he wants them to see 
he feels their pain. Nowhere was that 
more apparent than over the Tuition fee 
increases, where his position changed on 
an almost daily basis depending on whom 
he was talking to. In a bravura display of 
Doublethink he repeatedly denied what 
his mis-speaking of the day before – until 
eventually doing what Cameron told  
him to do.

One of the rallying cries for the Lib Dems 
was their opposition to tuition fees, let 
alone increases. However, when there 
are financial cuts to be done, a Lib Dem 
Coalition minister’s lot is not a happy one. 
While over 20 of his Lib Dem Colleagues 
voted for their consciences and their own 
party election pledges, Cable “did his 
duty” and voted with the government 
on tuition fees – thereby keeping his 
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ministerial portfolio even as he broke his 
oft pledged word and the thwarted the 
wishes of his own party. 

As Labour Shadow business secretary 
John Denham said “This is a moment of 
no turning back for Nick Clegg and the 
Lib Dems. They have lost all credibility 
with the country and cannot now claim to 
be a party of fairness.” That is a little harsh 
from the party that actually introduced 
university tuition fees against the wishes 
of its own members, but Denham’s 
description was entirely accurate. “The 
Government is tripling fees and cutting 
public funding for university teaching 
by 80 per cent, leaving English students 
facing the highest public university fees 
in the industrialised world. This was only 
made possible by the support of Liberal 
Democrats – they should hang their 
heads in shame. This decision was not 
about deficit reduction, but a political 
choice, driven by the Conservative and Lib 
Dem Government, to cut most university 
teaching funding and put the burden 
for most degrees solely on to students. 
They will face huge debts and many will 
pay back for 30 years.” But it should not 
have been too much of a surprise. The 
LibDem betrayal had been anticipated 
in the Orange Book even though many 
MPs, including Nick Clegg, signed a 
pre-election pledge to vote against  
any increase.

Wriggling on the horn of a dilemma, 
the Business Secretary, who was the 
minister responsible for getting the fees 
legislation through parliament, tied 
himself in knots. As the vote approached 
he told he had told an interviewer the 
week before that he might abstain, but 
then told the Richmond and Twickenham 
Times that he would vote to raise the cap 
on fees to £9,000, “Obviously I have a duty 
as a minister to vote for my own policy – 
and that is what will happen.” And then 

the following day he reverted to implying 
abstention. “I didn’t announce anything. I 
think there might have been some slight 
misunderstanding,” Cable told student 
radio. “What I did try to explain was that 
the Liberal Democrats as a parliamentary 
party will be deciding as a group how 
they will vote on Thursday, and I would 
imagine that in the next few days there 
will be clarity on that issue. I have my own 
views as an individual and as the cabinet 
minister responsible, but the decision on 
how we vote in parliament... is decided as 
a group, collectively, and that is how we 
will make it.”

Aaron Porter, National Union of 
Students president, accused 
Cable of “playing crude 
politics, adding, “There’s still an 
opportunity for Liberal Democrat 
MPs to stick to the promise they 
made,” he told the BBC. 

In fact if they had voted no, the proposal 
would have been defeated, but it would 
have brought down the Coalition, hence 
the Lib Dem leaders’ desperate attempts 
to get those with some sense of integrity 
for electoral promises to abstain rather 
than vote against. So Cable voted for, 
of course. Liberal Democrat ministers 
had been hoping that by agreeing on a 
collective policy of abstaining on fees – 
allowed under their coalition agreement 
with Conservatives – they could avoid a 
vote against the legislation by MPs who 
are unhappy about the U-turn on what 
was a flagship pledge.

Cable had said the week before that his 
“personal instinct” was to back the fees 
package in the Commons, but added that 
he would be “happy to go along with” a 
mass abstention if Lib Dem MPs agreed 
to it. Of course, he would. It would keep 
the Coalition in power – and him as a 
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Minister within it. In the end, he ate all 
his previous fumbled words and marched 
into the aye lobby.

Cable and Rolling Back the State
Vince Cable completed his working 
economics career with Shell, which is a 
government-owning corporation. His 
actions since he joined the Coalition 
suggest that the financiers hold a 
significant stake in his government and 
his department.

In his pontifications on the subject of 
state control, as late as September 2013 
he declaimed, “In essence, the Tories have 
a simple world view; private good, public 
bad. Labour offers the polar opposite. As 
Liberal Democrats we value both public 
and private sectors. I support private 
business, big and small. I also support 
mutual and employee ownership. By 
contrast, the Conservatives’ spiritual 
home is in the United States. They have 
become the Tea Party Tories. They want 
to throw overboard any tax or regulation 
which gets in the way of their blinkered 
small state ideology. Deep down they 
believe that there is no alternative to 
unhindered individual self-interest; that 
attempts to tackle big disparities of 
income and wealth takes us down the 
road to socialist serfdom.”

It is stirring stuff – if it were not coming 
from the lips of the man who was even 
then planning how to rush through the 
privatisation of the Royal Mail. 

He took a national and historical 
institution, the Royal Mail, and 
sold it for a song to a bunch 
of speculators who made a 
spectacular killing out of it.

His behavior represents either spectacular 
incompetence, or monumental 

mendacity – or a creative combination of 
the two. 

“Privatisation” is the worldwide fetish of 
neoliberals across the globe. However, 
while Margaret Thatcher is often cited 
as the prime minister who privatised the 
“loss-making” state industries, in reality 
all the industries that she privatised were 
making lots of money before – but for 
the tax-payers. It was a more pragmatic 
conservative ex-prime minister, Harold 
MacMillan, who described her actions as 
“Selling the family silver .”

In all those cases, the main beneficiaries 
were the managements and the bankers 
with their unjustifiable fees and profits on 
the various launches.

Ideology apart, there have been many 
pragmatic analysts who have shown 
that there are sound, indeed irrefutable, 
economic and business reasons for 
retaining public ownership of the Royal 
Mail, of East Coast Mainline, of the Royal 
Bank of Scotland. 

It would have been good for the 
businesses themselves, good for their 
customers and good for the taxpayers, 
but on every occasion that possibility 
has been considered, Cable has refused.

He does not so much actively advocate 
privatisation. Instead, he speaks as if he 
were genuinely open-minded, as if he 
were considering objective reality, while 
loading the discourse to imply that it 
is axiomatic that public ownership is 
inherently uncompetitive and inefficient. 
For him, what is good for the City 
of London is good for Britain – and 
privatisations have indeed been good for 
the City. 

A Sale of a Different Stamp
The Royal Mail privatisation is an 
outstanding example of ideological 
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rigidity combined, as so often, with 
extreme ethical flexibility. Far from 
following popular demand, it was 
opposed by most of the electorate across 
all party lines. If it was intended to raise 
money for the Treasury, and thus the 
taxpayer, selling off the very profitable 
part of the business for half price while 
keeping the loss-making pension fund 
in state hands simply does not compute. 

It was not so much selling the family silver, 
more a case of giving it away. Business 
IPOs are often rigged in favour of the 
insiders who built the company. This was 
rigged in favour of the very city slickers 
against whom Cable has inveighed 
whenever he wanted to burnish his 
radical credentials.

The Royal Mail was special, a unique 
example of government enterprise. Its 
modern history began when King Charles 
decided to open the government’s mail 
service to private customers. Even if he 
did it because he did not want to go to 
parliament for cash, it was a felicitous 
marriage of commerce and public service.

Even later, it was a Liberal Prime Minister, 
Lord Melbourne, who gave the go ahead 
to Rowland Hill’s introduction of the 
penny post – an example of government 
entrepreneurship which effectively 
opened up the Victorian equivalent of 
the Internet and the World Wide Web. 
Government run post offices cooperated 
internationally and opened up the globe 
to commerce and intellectual exchange 
in an unprecedented way. 

It provided exemplary service and 
innovation for almost two centuries while 
making money for the taxpayers – until in 
recent decades privateers resented its 
success. The aura of the Royal name and 
public support protected the core asset 
for many decades, although Telecoms 
and the Girobank were hived off and sold. 

Even Margaret Thatcher drew the line at 
selling off the Post Office and it took Vince 
Cable and the Coalition to unleash the 
city feeding frenzy on a half-millennium 
of successful government enterprise.

The shibboleth that public ownership is 
by definition inefficient and unproductive 
has been refuted over and over again by 
consumer and taxpayer experience of 
gas, electricity, water, buses, railways 
and similar state asset sales, where 
the main beneficiaries have been the 
managements and bankers with their 
unjustifiable fees and profits on the 
various launches.

There are sound, indeed 
irrefutable, economic and 
business reasons for retaining 
public ownership of the Royal 
Mail, of East Coast Mainline,  
of the Royal Bank of Scotland. 

It would be good for the businesses 
themselves, good for their customers 
and good for the taxpayers, but on every 
occasion that has been offered, Cable  
has refused.

The fig leaf that covers this otherwise 
fairly blatant neoliberal antipathy to 
public ownership has often been Cable’s 
invocation of cooperatives and mutual 
owned enterprises. However he has 
not distinguished himself. Whenever 
the choice has been between mutuals 
or co-ops and his City pals, the latter 
consistently win. For example, Kellingley 
& Thoresby, last of the “super-pits,” were 
highly productive and profitable, if it 
were not for the glut of inferior Russian, 
Colombian and US coal being dumped 
on the open market. They could turn 
the corner when Britain’s first clean coal 
technology power plant, Drax, which 
Kellingley could supply directly, comes 
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into operation in 2018. Threatened with 
closure UK Coal turned to Vince for help 
– in vain.

The money sought was actually EU 
funds, which could have been accessed 
by Whitehall, if the Tory-led coalition 
could overcome its antipathy to miners 
enough to apply for them. Kellingley 
miners worked with the Co-op to develop 
a workers ownership model. Cable 
could have pressured UK Coal to detach 
Kellingley as a separate business to let 
this happen. He didn’t. 

He said when Bombardier, the UK’s only 
rail rolling stock manufacturer lost the 
contract for ThamesLink rolling stock to 
German Siemens “It wasn’t that it was 
a bad decision, because it was correct 
actually. I think everybody agrees it was 
correctly done, but it did send a powerful 
signal; we have to have a strategic 
approach to industry.” The political fallout 
from this “correct actually” decision was 
so intense that when it came to Crosslink, 
the Coalition allowed the tract for trains 
to go to Bombardier, with Cable, the 
Minister of Bray taking the credit as 
enthusiastically as he had washed his 
hands of the ThamesLink decision.

It is hardly surprising that hiving off the 
Post Office counters network from Royal 
Mail was dressed in Cable’s traditional 
pseudo-progressive waffle about 
mutualising the resulting business, 
which would of course simply shift the 
blame for its eventual collapse when RM 
management take purely commercial 
decisions to transfer their business to 
other retail providers. It does not augur 
well for the future of the Post Office for 
which privatisation or outright sale to 
some retail chain seems more likely from 
his record.

Post Mortem
Cable’s aversion to “state ownership” 
seems even less principled when you 
consider that some of his chosen priority 
shareholders were foreign states! The 
government that thinks that it has no role 
in business, no matter in how historical 
or how important a public service had 
no problems with the governments 
of Kuwait, Singapore and Abu Dhabi 
becoming, no matter how briefly, 
owners of the Royal Mail. Singapore and 
Kuwait perversely these displayed the 
superiority of state ownership since they 
not only honoured their pledge of long 
term ownership, one of them expanded 
its holdings when so many of its peers 
were taking the money and running.

Under Cable’s guidance, 
the Royal Mail management 
boosted the attraction of the 
sale by increasing costs and 
cutting services. 

The long walk to the auction block 
involved the government accepting the 
pension responsibilities – on behalf of the 
tax payer, removing the Post Office retail 
operation and ensuring that premier real 
estate at Paddington, Mount Pleasant 
and Nine Elms would be included in the 
sale package ready to be asset stripped 
by the new owners.

It does not even hive off the risk to the 
state since the statutory obligation for 
universal service implies that if the Royal 
Mail is mismanaged and looted into 
bankruptcy, the taxpayer will oblige. Part 
of the public and political resistance to 
the privatisation forced Cable & Co to 
make the mandatory universal six day 
service part of the condition for the sale 
– which immediately conflicted with 
governments’ previous relaxing of that 
rule for private competitors.
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However, it is likely that this was a sop to 
the public – Cable has since bridled at 
what he called “scaremongering” by the 
coalition of the CWU and RM management 
calling for TNT and similar parasitic 
entities to bear a share of the universal 
service burden. OfCom can review the 
commitment. With the current neoliberal 
drift in government there is almost 
no chance of imposing the universal 
service requirement retrospectively on 
the private competitors, and Cable’s 
irritated response to the joint appeal 
from management and union against the 
fairness suggests his logic..

Cable’s people have claimed that 
privatisation was needed to provide 
capital for investment. Of course, this is 
trite ideological rubbish! In the real world, 
Royal Mail had weathered the recession 
better than its peer private companies 
TNT and Deutsche Post. Its profit rose to 
£321 million in 2008-9 and then another 
26% to £404 million in 2009-10. In contrast 
in 2009, TNT’s profits fell by 25.4 %, and 
Deutsche Post’s by 36.5 % even though 
they lost less mail volume and had less 
acute recessions in their home markets 
– and although they charged twice as 
much as Royal Mail. 

Those profits could have provided capital 
for reinvestment instead of dividends 
for shareholders and bonuses for 
managements. The current three year 
modernization programme was already 
fully funded. While RM was a taxpayer 
owned enterprise, it had to find £280 
million a year to meet pension obligations 
the Treasury had reneged on, but now 
the government has assumed those bills, 
the money is available for the business – 
or for dividends and share manoeuvring 
to give the money to the city of London. 

Above all, only the most 
blinkered neoliberal enthusiast 
would consider handing over 
£750 million in speculative 
windfall profits to bankers and 
hedge funds to be an efficient 
way of raising capital for an 
operating business.

Mates’ Rates
Even if there had been an economic 
rationale for Royal Mail, the conduct 
of the actual sale at Cable’s hands was 
reminiscent of the worst episodes of 
insider oligarch’s looting Moscow’s 
industries. Before the IPO, Cable declared 
that “The aim is to place the shares with 
long-term investors, we are absolutely 
confident that will happen.” One would 
expect a business secretary to be 
somewhat more astute especially one 
who plays to the gallery by excoriating the 
bankers. Cable said independent advisors 
had been selected “through procurement 
process” and that further decisions had 
been left to the successful candidate, 
Lazards. Lazard’s own investment arm 
had bid for shares, but, of course, who, 
after the LIBOR fixing scandals, the City’s 
insider trading, and incestuous churning 
of worthless derivatives would possibly 
suspect any conflict of interest?

Parliamentary committees, the National 
Audit Office and innumerable media 
reports have all detailed the murky 
conduct of the sale has now been detailed. 
It was a fiasco. Cable’s department and its 
advisors chose a group of allegedly long 
term investors, and then took the advice 
of the same investors to sell the taxpayers 
stake in Royal Mail for £750 million less 
than the market was prepared to pay. 

Most of those long term investors sold 
quickly at a profit. Elaborating on the story 
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just spins out the sordid web of financial 
chicanery – of “spivs and speculators” to 
use Cable’s terms in another context. So 
how was this fiscal train wreck set up?

As part of Vince Cable’s BIS, the 
Shareholder Executive handles the 
government’s portfolio and chose how 
to sell it – while Royal Mail itself, whose 
executives would also benefit from 
bonuses and bounce in shareholdings, 
hired its own cabal of advisors. Roger 
Lowe was the Shareholder Executive 
Director, Royal Mail and Post Office Unit, 
handling the sale. Why would anyone 
suspect that there was any appearance 
of impropriety just because Lazard 
was Lowe’s long time former employer 
and the SE chose Lazards as its advisor? 

MPs later quizzed Fallon  
& Cable on why the advisors  
to the investors had had  
more influence than 
independent analysts. 

William Rucker, Chief Executive of Lazards, 
claimed that the advisors had sought to 
attract investors that would support the 
Royal Mail though good and bad times 
but.” More accurately, the NAO later coyly 
concluded, “the taxpayer interest was not 
clearly prioritised within the structure of 
the independent advisors’ role.

Lazard and its friends then chose, on 
fairly opaque grounds the 16 lucky 
investors as the long-term guaranteed 
investors Vince Cable kept promising the 
public. Even after the IPO, Lowe refused 
a Freedom of Information Act request 
for their identity from Private Eye’s under 
the, claiming it would harm the public 
interest if the public knew who had run 
off with the profits.

Lazard CEO Rucker “confirmed that 
Lazards as advisors, had not been given 

financial incentives to achieve its goals, 
so it got paid regardless of the result and 
no matter how little the government 
secured, but that admitted that “the 
book builders had received incentive 
linked pay.” But of course Lazards as one 
of the 16 beneficiaries made the same  
windfall profits.

In the shuffle of responsibility between 
advisors, investors and government, 
Cable’s parliamentary colleague Michael 
Fallon said the ShEx (headed by Roger 
Lowe) had delivered weekly reports to 
him through the process with Ministers 
giving final say on all decisions. So the 
buck should stop there with Cable. But 
the buck is a quantum particle with 
Cable, popping in and out of existence 
whenever expedient.

As Public Accounts committee chair 
Margaret Hodge told the company 
representatives, “You have 16 priority 
investors who made a killing. And it 
leaves the general public with that 
uncomfortable feeling that there is just 
too cosy a relationship between you and 
these investors. You all know each other. 
You work together. You trade with each 
other. You are part of this little clique 
and we the ordinary tax payer lose out 
on it. That is really, really uncomfortable. 
It just feels wrong. It almost feels to me 
like an institutional masonic lodge.” 
(Independent 1 May 2014)

However Cable has an astonishing ability 
to eat his words while showing no sign  
of indigestion.

In October 2013 he had pledged 
piously, “We are in a position to ensure 
we do get the right type of investor 
community – pension funds, insurance 
companies that hold the savings of 
millions of people. That’s the type of 
community we want.” However, when 
he added that the government would 
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be able to block shares from going to 
“spivs and speculators” in favor of long 
term institutional investors,” he favours 
alliteration more than accuracy.

In December 2013, he repeated, “We 
wanted to make sure that the company 
started its new life with a core of high 
quality investors who would be there 
in good times and bad, interested in 
Royal Mail and the universal service 
it provides for consumers over the 
long term. We were told if we sought 
a higher price, these investors would 
have walked away, leaving the company 
exposed to short term hedge funds with  
different objectives.”

Appropriately, on April Fool’s day, 2014, 
he said, “Having a long-term investor 
base remains a basic objective and 
we have achieved that fundamental 
objective.” Yet later, when Austin Mitchell 
MP asked if investors had been asked for 
long term commitment, BIS’s Donnelly 
told him that no assurance been sought 
in case it deterred investors. Either he was 
lying, or his boss Cable was.

As Chuka Umunna, Vince’s Labour 
shadow said, accusing ministers of 
dragging their feet “Vince Cable’s claims 
to have prioritized long -term investors 
now lie in tatters and the City had made a 
fast buck at taxpayers’ expense.”

In the course of the subsequent inquiries 
and committees it emerged that Cable 
and his Tory colleague Michael Fallon did 
not even contact the pledge breakers, 
the spivs and speculators, to reprimand 
them, let alone seek sanctions against 
them when they sold and ran. It is unlike 
that they will suffer any more than 
Lowe. After the debacle, he has been 
promoted to head SE’s portfolio charged 
with selling the Land Registry, Eurostar 
and other family silver at bargain prices  
no doubt. 

Of course, while Vince Cable’s Department 
was not concerned about losing other 
people’s money to achieve its ideological 
ends, the “small number of priority 
investors, whose participation was seen 
as vital,” were deeply concerned with 
making money. They did not just wait for 
a windfall profit. They helped conjure up 
the wind to blow down the share price.

They engaged in a tacit 
conspiracy with the Department 
officials, feigning such deep 
concern about the threatened 
strike by the CWU that they 
succeeded in maintaining the 
low pricing estimates even  
after the Royal Mail settled  
the dispute with the union. 

Cable’s long rearguard action began with 
his department eating his words. By April 
27, a Business and Industry Spokesman 
was saying, seemingly oblivious of how 
his words contradicted all his bosses’ 
previous assurance, “There was no 
agreement – gentlemen’s or otherwise 
– on the holding of Royal Mail shares by 
priority investors. As is standard practice 
for any flotation we did not seek to lock 
any investors in as they would have paid 
less for a stock they could not trade.” 

The same shameless Spokesperson 
claimed “The majority of the investors 
secured as part of the pilot fishing exercise 
are still investors in the company.” The 
department was consistently economical 
with the truth.. A bare majority was 
indeed shareholders – 10 out of 16 – but 
six had drastically reduced their holding. 
And a majority had been sold.

Cable had to readdress the sale price 
issue on 11 July 2014 when Business, 
Innovation and Skills (BIS) Committee 
chaired by Adrian Bailey MP, followed 
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the lead of the NAO report in pulling its 
punches, “It is clear that the Government 
met its objectives in terms of delivering 
a privatised Royal Mail with an employee 
share scheme. However, it is not clear 
whether value for money was achieved 
and whether Ministers obtained the 
appropriate return to the taxpayer. 
We agree with the National Audit 
Office that the Government met its  
primary objective.”

However that was euphemistic 
persiflage – the “primary objective” 
of the government and Cable was to 
privatize the Royal Mail – at all costs. It 
was an ideological project with little or 
no commercial or economic rationale. 
As the NAO report reinforced, “The 
Department’s primary sale objective was 
deliver a sale of its share in this parliament. 
It therefore had to ensure that the shares 
would be sold, even considering the 
uncertain backdrop created by factors 
such the Royal Mail’s lack of profit 
history and the unresolved industrial  
relations issue.”

There is also a significant, neutrally toned 
comment in the NAO report, “the demand 
from retail was not used to put upwards 
price pressure on the institutional 
investors as had often been the case on 
the privatisations of the 1990s.” Unlike 
Margaret Thatcher’s sell-offs, which 
tried for ideological reasons, to boost 
retail, individual investor participation, 
this one, even though it “ran one of the 
largest marketing exercises ever” to 
secure demand, downplayed the retail 
push right until to the end, when with 
little or no effort from the Department 
and the syndicate, by October 9th there 
was a 700% demand for all the shares 
available for investors. The retail investors 
could have bought the entire float 
for the institutional allocation as well.

In fact, even with the mealy mouthed 
Yes-Ministerish tone of the report 
congratulating the department on 
meeting its own goals, no matter how 
nefarious those goals were, “The NAO 
concludes, however, that the Department 
could have achieved better value for the 
taxpayer. It conceded price tension for 
certainty that the transaction would be 
completed by setting a cautious low end 
of the price range (260 pence). This was 
to achieve the Department’s priority to 
complete a sale within the time available, 
against the risks of industrial action and 
short-term market uncertainty; and to 
reflect the price indication of a small 
number of priority investors whose 
participation was seen as vital, as well 
as the views of 500 other potential 
investors.” The statement was, with some 
justice, issued on April Fool’s day and the 
tangled verbiage is revelatory.

The NAO, in its low-key way kept showing 
that the IPO was the gift that kept on 
giving, – to the speculators. Although 
casting around to put the best light 
possible on the debacle, it pointed out 
that that although “3 surplus properties 
with a market value of more than £200 
million were disclosed in the prospectus, 
the NAO does not believe that the 
basis on which the Royal Mail was sold 
recovered this value.”

“On the basis of the performance of the 
share price to date, it appears that the 
taxpayer has missed out on significant 
value” confirmed the Commons Business, 
Innovation and Skills Committee July 
2014. Adrian Bailey, the Labour Chair 
of the committee had originally been 
snowed enough by Cable in 2010 to 
pledge that his committee would 
“reinforce his position in terms of keeping 
manufacturing and business as a priority,” 
in any possible disputes between the 
business secretary and Conservative 
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coalition colleagues. By July 2014 he was 
calling for Cable’s resignation.

Bailey and others could almost be 
forgiven for giving credence to Cable’s 
anti-spiv patter even as he deftly 
shifted marked cards into the hands 
of city speculators and tax dodgers. 
But they should have been watching 
his hands instead of listening to his  
rhetorical pledges. 

Cable claimed that the value of the 
government’s stake “would have been 
reduced if the RM had remained in 
public ownership.” and claimed that 
IPOs had recently underperformed – e.g. 
He obligingly also told the BIS select 
Committee 29 April that the government 
had calculated that the cost of each day of 
industrial action would be £30 million per 
day. He also claimed that the precarious 
fiscal position of the US at the launch time 
meant that it had not been a comfortable 
environment for an IPO – so why hold  
it then?

In April, Cable told Lab MP William Bain 
that “BIS did not have any regrets and 
felt it had obtained the best share price.” 
Bain asked for the names of the investors 
involved. Cable claimed the BIS had 
legal advice that it could not publicize  
the names. 

Cable “expressed a hope that the 
definition of fiduciary duty could be 
reformed in the near future so as to 
encourage long term investors to 
remain with a business like Royal Mail.” 
It was classic Cable, expressing pious 
platitudinous aspirations while justifying 
sordid present practice. “The government 
was persuaded that having a substantial 
institutional holding would have added 
to the stability of the company,” he said, 
to justify the inattention to retail – as if 
the churning 16 had added much in the 
way of stability. 

Cable said BIS “had complied with the 
relevant Freedom of information requests 
as far as was possible within the duty of 
commercial confidentiality around the 
process.” He did not explain how that duty 
changed over the month of April, so that 
on the 30th Cable, under pressure from 
MPs, from the parliamentary committees, 
the Opposition and the media issued a PR 
releasing the names of the 16 pilot fishing 
investors “who gave the government the 
confidence to launch the RM IPO and 
who were later allocated shares.” 

This list was almost a  
Directory of the “spivs and 
gamblers” he had denounced 
in 2010. Of the 16, 12 had sold 
all or most of their long-term 
holdings within weeks. Four 
were hedge funds, and three  
of those were US based.”

The NAO report revealed that half the 
220 million shares were sold within 
weeks of the selloff in October: six of the 
pledged long term investors sold almost 
immediately while another six sold from 
14% to 97% of their stake.

Abu Dhabi investment authority
BlackRock
Fidelity Worldwide
GIC
Henderson
JP Morgan
Kuwait Investment Office
Lansdowne Partners
Lazard Asset Management!
Och Ziff Hedge Fund
Schroders
Soros
Standard Life
Third Point 
Threadneedle



if initial public offerings of shares could be 
conducted in a better more transparent 
way. In his amanuensis capacity, Grice 
reported that Cable was considering 
blind auctions like those he had  
seen at Shell.

The article is masterpiece of Cable-
stitching where he tries to sound 
omniscient while actually being 
transparently self-serving.

Fatuously, Cable mouthed,  
via Grice, that auctions, like 
those of the 3G Mobile bands 
which netted £22 .5 billion 
meant that “successful bidders 
might have less money to invest 
in the company.” 

He referred to “the winner’s curse, where 
people bid too much and then cannot 
invest subsequently.” Not to mention 
which, in an auction “Most of the shares 
could be bought by hedge funds and it 
might be harder to ensure a successful 
retail offer to the general public.” So 
giving £750 million to hedge funds 
helps the general public and to provide 
investment funds? 

The incoherence accurately reflects the 
political and intellectual bankruptcy 
of Vincent Cable, who, if the British 
Electorate has any sense, will soon 
be out of the Commons. Although 
he might make the House of Lords, 
without even having to pay his dues to 
the Lib Dem coffers like so many of his  
previous patrons.

And so farewell then St Vince Keith’s Mum 
said you were a smarmy bugger from  
the beginning.

They included predatory speculators with 
dismal reputations even by the tarnished 
standards of 21st Century London, 
companies that had close relations to 
Tory Ministers, and of course Lazard the 
advisors investment arm – with or without 
Chinese Wall! Soros and Lansdowne had 
played a major role in toppling the pound 
sterling during the crisis around Britain’s 
exit from the European Exchange Rate 
Mechanism – and, damaged Tory PM John 
Major in the process, but to show there 
were no hard feelings, Lansdowne, had 
been co-founded by major Tory Donor 
Sir Paul Ruddock, and its management 
committee included Peter Davies, best 
man at Chancellor George Osborne’s 
wedding. Lansdowne was a prominent 
British institution – of destruction. In 2007 
its short selling helped drive Northern 
Rock to disaster. Lazard was, of course, 
the advisor, and several of the others such 
as Third Point, were notorious predators 
out for a quick profit.

Afterwards, a semi-Tiggerish 
Cable had half his bounce back. 
He claimed he wanted to learn 
lessons from the debacle.

It was a bit like a driver in the dock telling 
the magistrate he wanted to take driving 
lessons as his license was suspended. 
The Independent’s Andrew Grice, clearly 
a Cable confidante, reported that Cable 
“has refused to apologise, but he has 
asked officials to investigate whether 
future share offers by the government 
could be handled differently.” 

Clearly Cable was leaking to Grice like a 
Chinese Wall at Lazards, and he reported 
that “The Business Secretary wants to see 
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George Orwell and says “Doublethink and 
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but considers his closest book to Cablefroth 
was “Deserter” that he wrote about George  
W Bush’s gross distortions of his career.
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