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Where does authority terminate?
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Part 5 dealt with the plumbing. I showed that the public story of taxation and 

state finance is a simplification of a much more layered official architecture: 

statutory collection, historic funds, debt management accounts, unclaimed 

liabilities, legal-holder registers and administrative separation between functions. 

The obvious question follows. 

If this is how the machinery actually works, why is it so difficult to obtain a 

joined-up public account of it? 

The answer emerging from the latest replies is not that the records do not exist. It 

is that the records exist within a state structure that becomes strangely 

disaggregated the moment a citizen asks to see it whole. One institution says the 

information is likely there but too costly to retrieve. Another says the metadata is 

not structured in a way that would allow the relevant category of record to be 

isolated. A third says the underlying legal or operational question is not for it, but 

for someone else. A fourth says it never held legal title, even though it exercised 

strategic control. Taken together, these are not random administrative 

inconveniences. They amount to a style of government in which operational 

integration coexists with public fragmentation. 

HM Treasury’s own internal review is the clearest starting point. In response to 

refined requests about the Government Banking Service and related policy records, 
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Treasury did not simply say that nothing relevant existed. On the contrary, it 

accepted that it was likely to hold some of the information sought, but said that 

locating and confirming it would exceed the statutory cost limit. The review 

records that a search of archived material produced over 6,000 documents, and 

that even on a conservative estimate of one minute per record it would take 

around 100 hours to determine what fell within scope. 

That matters because it changes the nature of the issue. The barrier is no longer 

“not held”. The barrier is retrievability. 

HM Treasury’s position is revealing in another way too. The language of the review 

makes clear that the department’s records are not organised in a form that allows 

the public to reconstruct a cross-cutting institutional picture without running into 

the practical logic of the archive itself. The information may exist, but not in a 

readily extractable form. It may be there, but not tagged in the categories a 

requester cares about. It may be recoverable in principle, but only by a manual 

review process that the department says it will not undertake. 

That is not transparency in any serious sense; it is a controlled form of opacity 

produced not by a dramatic secrecy stamp, but by the ordinary administrative fact 

that the institution’s own internal filing logic is better suited to governing than to 

being governed. 
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The Bank of England’s recent reply points in exactly the same direction, but from a 

different angle. In response to a narrowed request for document titles, owners, 

dates and descriptions relating to settlement interfaces, reconciliation procedures 

and communication flows around gilts, CREST and RTGS, the Bank did not say that 

such materials could not exist. It said that its Electronic Document Management 

system does not contain structured metadata fields identifying the artefact types 

requested. To illustrate the problem, it ran a sample search in one directorate 

using the terms “CREST” and “RTGS”, which returned nearly 10,000 records in that 

area alone. 

Again, the point is not absence. It is institutional unintelligibility from the outside. 

A large organisation can hold a mass of relevant material and still render it 

practically inaccessible to public scrutiny if the records are not indexed in a way 

that permits meaningful extraction. The Bank’s reply is almost candid on this 

point. It is not refusing because there is no architecture. It is refusing because the 

architecture of the records system does not map neatly onto the architecture of 

public accountability. 
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The same reply also shows how fragmented responsibility becomes once one moves 

from infrastructure to legal consequence. In a separate mortgage securitisation 

response, the Bank says that its role in securitisation regulation does not extend to 

the borrower-lender relationship or to questions of rights of enforcement and 

discharge under the Law of Property Act 1925, and that these matters instead fall 

within the remit of the Financial Conduct Authority. 

This is a small but important move. It is not merely that one authority does not 

hold a given document. It is that the architecture of responsibility is itself 

segmented in such a way that the person asking the question is pushed from one 

body to another. The Bank can regulate securitisation in one sense, but not the 

borrower-facing consequences of securitisation in another. The subject is one thing 

in reality and many things institutionally. 

That pattern becomes even clearer when one turns to UK Asset Resolution. UKAR’s 

latest letter contains one of the most revealing sentences in the entire stack. It 

says that UKAR itself “has never been the legal title holder to a loan”, yet it 

exercised the powers of “a shareholder and parent” over the underlying 

companies, including strategy, refinancing, retirement of wholesale funding and 

disposal of mortgage portfolios through asset sales into the private sector. Even 

after the sales, it remained responsible for contractual obligations to buyers, 

remaining liabilities and other strategic matters arising from the Government’s 

former ownership. 

That is not a marginal clarification. It goes to the heart of how modern public and 

quasi-public financial authority is exercised. Legal title, economic consequence, 

strategic control and residual liability were not all housed in the same place. The 

public might imagine one entity, one asset, one line of responsibility. The official 

reality is that one entity may hold title, another may exercise control, another 

may carry the liability tail, and the governance relationship between them may be 

structured through framework agreements rather than direct ownership 

simpliciter. 
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This is the deeper significance of the refusal pattern. It is not just that 

departments and arms-length bodies are defensive. It is that the structure they are 

defending is itself decentralised in form. Responsibility is spread across funds, 

registries, directorates, regulators, outsourced service providers, parent entities 

and framework agreements. The state remains perfectly capable of operating 

through that web when it needs to collect, classify, manage, settle, reconcile and 

enforce. But when the public asks for a joined-up explanation, the same web 

becomes a labyrinth. 

The newest replies from outside the Treasury-fiscal lane suggest this is not 

confined to one policy area. HMRC now says explicitly that it does not have a 

single business owner with end-to-end responsibility for life-status indicators 

across all HMRC systems, with each business area responsible for the information 

held on the systems it operates. That is an unusually clean admission that 

governance is distributed by system and stream rather than terminating in one 

accountable owner. 

The National Audit Office, meanwhile, confirms it holds some relevant material on 

the Government Banking Service but withholds four HMRC internal audit reports 

under section 33 because disclosure would damage the audit “safe space”, while 

also saying it does not hold key correspondence, legal opinions or DPIAs on the 

citizen-identifier architecture itself. So even the audit chain preserves only a 

partial line of sight. 

There is a temptation here to call this chaos. That would be too easy, and 

probably wrong. The system is not chaotic from the inside. It is only chaotic from 

the citizen’s vantage point. 

From the inside, each part has its own record logic, remit language, data structure 

and accountability line. From the outside, that produces a recurring effect: no one 

document settles the matter, no one actor owns the whole chain, and no one 

institution will narrate the full structure in one place. Authority is not absent. It is 
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distributed. Records are not missing in the simple sense. They are partitioned. 

Responsibility does not disappear. It is routed. 

That is why Part 5 and Part 6 belong together. Part 5 showed that the state’s 

financial machinery is more layered than the public story suggests. Part 6 shows 

that the public accountability machinery is similarly layered, and in a way that 

frustrates any attempt to make responsibility terminate cleanly in one office, one 

file, or one named actor. 

This may be presented as no more than the ordinary complexity of modern 

administration. But complexity is not politically innocent. When a system is 

integrated enough to govern in practice and fragmented enough to resist scrutiny 

in principle, it acquires a one-way advantage. It can see across its own layers when 

it needs to act. The public is denied the same view when it asks to understand. 

That is the point now coming into focus across the FOIA stack. The state can 

operate as a joined-up machine. It becomes decentralised chiefly when the 

demand is not to obey it, but to inspect it. 

The broader pattern, across climate policy, health policy, revenue systems, 

financial regulation and Treasury administration, is beginning to suggest that this is 

not just a quirk of one department. It is a style of governance. That may be the 

subject of a later piece. 

For now, the narrower point is enough. 

The records are held somewhere. 

The powers are exercised somewhere. 

The liabilities are recorded somewhere. 

The controls are reviewed somewhere. 

But when a citizen asks for the whole picture, it is always somewhere else. 
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In Part 7, I will draw the record together and ask the question these replies 

keep postponing: if authority, custody, audit and liability are all distributed 

across different bodies, where does accountability actually terminate? 
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The simplest story states tell about money is usually the least accurate. 
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plus your CV to confirm your skillset(s). All enquiries to the address below: 

'Living Stones', Suite 303, 88 Queen Street, Sheffield, Yorkshire, England [S1 2FW] 

 With apologies to Doctor Luke - 24.5 – why seek ye the DEAD among the living?! 

 


