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That most famous of civil servants, the fictional Sir Humphrey Appleby, from 

the creators of Yes Minister, assessed the role of the civil service in these 

terms, ‘Politicians are quite unfit for government. They are however very 

useful for ceremonial banquets, official openings, unveilings, and greeting 

foreign delegations, leaving more time for the genuine work of government to 

those of us who have the proper training and experience.’ 

 

If one was very naughty a similar comparison could be made between 

bishops and the laity, chief executives and their workers and even senior 

leaders of a University and academics!   

 

Professor Peter Shaw would never be so naughty.  In fact he has spent 

decades enabling and equipping the skills and practice of leadership in 

politicians, bishops, chief executives and university leaders, as well as joining 

with them in the genuine work of government. 

 

It all began here in Durham in the nineteen sixties, where a geography degree 

and the formational experience of Bede College became a foundation of all 

that this lad from Bridlington in East Yorkshire would achieve.  Geography 

gave a bigger picture of the world – how the political, economic and physical 

interact.  Peter says that understanding this interaction was wonderfully 

equipping for work in the civil service and government.  This was coupled with 

the confidence nurtured by college life, and boosted by college and 

department academics such as George Smith and Gerald Blake who believed 

that Durham graduates should be operating on the national stage. 

 

Yet geography’s big perspective on the world also became important in 

combating the inherent weakness of short termism in British political culture.  

The sense that change happens sometimes over millennia and requires 
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certain alignments challenged Peter to see how short term politics can be 

used for long term sustained human flourishing. 

 

After a masters in Traffic Engineering and Planning which he described 

playfully as  ‘a blind alley’, he embarked on a career of leadership in five 

Government Departments - Treasury, Education, Employment, Environment 

and Transport – where he worked closely with ministers as diverse as David 

Blunkett, Keith Joseph and Kenneth Baker.   He delivered major national 

changes such as radically different pay arrangements for teachers, a huge 

expansion in nursery education, and employment initiatives which helped 

bring unemployment below a million. 

 

The convictions shaped by college and department in Durham characterised 

his work.  In addition, his love of the University and the region found 

expression within these national roles.  In 1991, he became Government 

Regional Director in the North East of England.   Following riots in Meadow 

Well and West Newcastle, Peter played a central role in the government's 

response through bringing more investment to deprived areas.  He led the 

government's City Challenge initiative which was a radical new approach to 

rejuvenating areas of high unemployment. Here his sense of a long term view, 

taking into account the political, the economic and the physical was deployed 

alongside the importance of shared community.  He built a much stronger 

sense of trust and joint endeavour between communities, central government, 

local government and the private sector in the region.  

 

He also played a central role in developing the strategies of the Tyne and 

Wear Development Corporation and the Teesside Development Corporation.    

In fact, a conversation between Peter and the then minister Michael Portillo in 

the back of a car led to the approval of capital investment that created the 

Stockton higher education campus which subsequently became part of 

Durham University. 

 

Since his own undergraduate days Peter has been committed to the collegiate 

model as the distinctive and enriching dimension of the University whether in 
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Stockton or in Durham.  While he has been a  Visiting Professor of Education, 

his major contribution to the University has been 16 years of work on the 

Council of St John’s College, where he led on major reforms in governance, 

the range of degrees offered to church leaders and financial sustainability.  

 

After a career of 32 years in the Civil service, Peter moved on to become one 

of the leading voices internationally on the formation, sustaining and training 

of leaders.  He continues to be influential in government circles, and as a 

leadership coach to Permanent Secretaries, Directors in Government 

Departments, senior business leaders, ambassadors, Chief Executives of 

Charities, High Court Judges and Bishops.  This is done by coaching 

individuals and teams, master classes, teaching at university business 

schools and now over 20 books, incidentally his first book appearing when he 

was 55.  His stated aim with leaders is to ‘clarify the vision of who you want to 

be, the values that are driving you and how you build on them, the value-

added you want to bring and your sources of vitality.’ 

 

Vision, values, value added and vitality characterise his approach and find 

their origin in his Durham collegiate experience.  They also feed from his 

Christian faith, kindled by both the college chapel and the Christian Union.   A 

Masters in Christian Theology and a Doctorate in Leadership Development 

have contributed to a wide range of speaking and teaching opportunities on 

the integration of faith and work, leadership and service. 

 

In discussion with a junior government minister in 1973, the minister asked 

whether Peter might aspire to become a Bishop or an MP.  Peter responded 

that he felt he could be far more influence for good as a lay Christian and as a 

senior civil servant.  Peter’s life of serving others demonstrates what a good 

decision that was 

  

Chancellor I present Peter Alan Shaw to receive the degree of Doctor of Civil 

Law honoris causa. 
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