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        What is the use of repeating all that stuff, if you don’t explain it as you go on? It’s by far the most confusing thing I ever heard!

        Alice in Wonderland

      

      

      

      Barry’s Story

      It was an unusually chilly July day when I arrived with a colleague in the small, proud but unmistakably impoverished town on the coastal fringe of north-west England. We had come for a meeting of the ‘Children with Disabilities’ planning group which we had been brought in to support.

      A room was booked in a dilapidated ex-junior school that was accommodating the Children’s Services offices. The meeting room, when we eventually found it, was in an ante-room off the old main hall that had all the feel of an equipment store.

      Squeezed into this cramped space were local parents, representatives of voluntary sector organisations and council officers. Although the group was relatively new, its importance could not be overstated. For the first time in many years we had parents at the heart of the service planning process. They were coming together with both commissioners and providers to oversee the design, delivery and review of local services for their own children. This opportunity had been afforded by Aiming High for Disabled Children, a central government programme, based on sound evidence and articulating an ambitious vision for some of our most excluded and disadvantaged children. In practice, where I was working, this meant that the local network of parents was now actively leading on the design of a long-awaited respite care centre. But beyond the tangible, beyond the targets and measures, there was no mistaking the level of trust being slowly established between parents and professionals – a breaking-down of institutional barriers that had hampered partnership and progress for many years.

      Sadly, the agenda for the meeting had changed at the last minute, so rather than giving an update on the capital project which I had been leading, I was now required to facilitate a discussion on how they had to abandon plans for the new centre.

      This sudden change of plan was a direct result of the moratorium on spending that the incoming Chancellor, George Osborne, had introduced in his first ‘emergency’ budget. In May 2010 he had proudly announced that ‘In the space of just a week, we have found and agreed to cut £61⁄4 billion of wasteful spending, across the public sector.’⁠1 The respite care centre was a real example of Osborne’s ‘wasteful spending’. But why was he doing it? The Chancellor was clear and confident: ‘We need to tackle the deficit so that our debt repayments don’t spiral out of control.’⁠2

      This is the kind of argument that we had been hearing since the inception of the new government, if not longer, and it amounts to a debt and deficit narrative that goes like this:

      –Our national debt is higher than it’s ever been

      –Our deficit and debt interest payments are unmanageable

      –Our debt crisis was caused by the overspending of the previous government

      – We are on the brink of bankruptcy

      The narrative was turned into simple mantras by Coalition government ministers, amplified by supporters in the media and embedded into the consciousness of the British people: ‘The cost of repaying our debt is £120 million per day, we maxed out our credit card, our debt interest payments are higher than our spending on education, and the debt crisis was caused by Labour government overspending.’

      The potency of this story, its ability to gain traction with ordinary people, is rooted in fear, anxiety and the almost effortless way in which the personal is woven into the national. The fear of financial meltdown – personal and national ruin. David Cameron had said it before, but repeated at the Davos get-together that Britain needed to cut its deficit or risk a full-blown fiscal crisis such as the one that has engulfed Greece. In June 2010, George Osborne told Andrew Marr: ‘You can see in Greece an example of a country that didn’t face up to its problems, and that is the fate that I want to avoid.’⁠3 What is more, the Coalition was telling us that ‘we are all in this together’, the obvious connotation being that you are either ‘with us or against us’.

      In truth, all this comes close to what could be described as economic McCarthyism: tapping into fear and prejudice to drive a narrative aimed at establishing a level of acquiescence sufficient to force through a radical programme of action.

      It is interesting to reflect that at the height of the witch hunt for communists in the United States in the 1950s, Senator McCarthy would hold up papers that he said contained lists of people whom he was investigating. In reality, we now know that there were often no lists of names; that his evidence was thin, but that the climate of fear he created was powerful enough to galvanise action and subdue challenge. It was a narrative that even the American president at the time found hard to resist, fearful of challenging in case the finger was pointed at him. In this way it disarmed people, stifled challenge and showed that you don’t need cold hard evidence to build a compelling story. On the contrary, a powerful argument, statements that look like facts and the fear of consequences are quite sufficient.

      In the same vein, the evidence tells us that our present debt narrative is just as much a construct of untested assertions, laced with fear. How bad would it be if there were no cuts? The government has made references to our economy ending up in the same position as that of Greece. After all ‘we were on the brink of bankruptcy’, George Osborne told us, and what’s more the markets would abandon the UK: ‘The largest bond investor in the world was saying that UK gilts were a no-go area, sitting on a bed of nitroglycerine.’ ⁠4Nitroglycerine.

      In the face of such scaremongering, no wonder we are made to feel awkward and risk being marginalised as heretics if we dare to even question the storyline. For example why, when our debt is lower than it has been in 200 of the last 250 years, when our borrowing is cheaper than it was during Thatcher’s government, when unemployment and a decrease in taxation revenue has caused the deficit, are we told that the cuts are necessary and the only option? But more of that later.

      Returning to the scene of the crime, the narrative started to build in the wake of the credit crunch in 2008, with bank bailouts and an increase in unemployment. By the time the political parties were preparing for the autumn 2009 conference season, they were rehearsing arguments they were to take into the forthcoming election. Public sector spending cuts had become the main plank of Conservative Party policy and so it was for the Liberal Democrats, who even began to identify where the cuts would fall if they were in government. The Labour Party joined the cuts camp in full force slightly later, when Alistair Darling finally persuaded Gordon Brown and Ed Balls to change Labour Party policy in autumn 2009. Brown and Balls had been arguing that spending could be maintained if growth began to reduce the deficit – remember the media making hay with Gordon Brown’s reluctance to utter ‘the C-word’? Alistair Darling, James Purnell and others were arguing for cuts, and they won the day. By the time of the budget in March 2010, the Labour Party was committed to halving the deficit in four years. And Darling had confirmed in his interview with Nick Robinson about his March 2010 budget⁠5 that the cuts would be ‘tougher and deeper’ than those implemented by Thatcher’s government in the 1980s.

      This statement was a bombshell and the final confirmation that this debt story would see the country return to the divisive, unhappy period of the 1980s. Was that what we and our families and children had to look forward to? That period left its scars on us, as it has many baby boomers who lived through it. Austerity measures in the 1980s were met with marches, strikes, protests; Darling’s offer to return to the 1980s was greeted with an intake of breath and a resigned nod of the head.

      In December 2009, three months before Darling’s statement, I had been at a reunion of the successful parent occupation of Croxteth Comprehensive in Liverpool. The school had been closed down in 1981, an early victim of Conservative Party cuts, and the parents’ knee-jerk reaction had been to take over the school and open it up for their children. Three years later in 1984, after a campaign that brought together trade unions, educationalists, communities, musicians, actors and journalists, ‘Crocky Comp’ was re-opened. I was one of the campaigners and a teacher. The reunion was the first time the parents, some pupils and volunteer teachers and staff had come together to remember the successful campaign since then, and the heart of the event was an exhibition of photographs and a film retrospective of the events at the time.

      In 1980 Croxteth was one of the poorest neighbourhoods in the country and the pictures brought it back: young people posing in the no-man’s land of overgrown grass, dumped furniture and supermarket trolleys lying like tumbleweed in front of 1970s maisonettes, half of them empty and boarded up. The net result of cuts and limitations on social welfare in places like Croxteth was poor health, poor life chances for young people, few jobs and low life expectancy. Sean, who was a cute, cheeky, mischievous eleven-year-old when I taught him in 1983, was now forty, and had just stopped using drugs after twenty-eight years. He was taking me through the old school photograph, putting the names to the faces of the children who attended the school in 1983. At least seven were now dead.

      Invoking the 1980s as the closest comparison to what was about to happen in the 2010s, this time with a political consensus, was shocking. Darling’s statement was accepted by politicians and the media and absorbed into the inevitability of cuts. In fact Nick Robinson put the words in Alistair Darling’s mouth:

      
        
        Robinson: The Treasury’s own figures suggest deeper, tougher [cuts] than Thatcher’s – do you accept that? Darling: They will be deeper and tougher.⁠6

      

      

      True, Robinson flushed out Darling’s position, but where was his follow-up question about whether it was ethical or viable to return to a society that convulsed under the impact of austerity in the 1980s? ‘Where we make the precise comparison, I think, is secondary to the fact that there is an acknowledgement that these reductions will be tough.’ That was what Darling told us.

      But how could that be the case? We all knew this began as a banking crisis that had its roots in the USA, with the mass sale of mortgages to people who couldn’t afford them. These mortgages were consolidated into packages and sold on as investments to UK, American and other international banks, who in turn sold them on again, in large part to borrow money to finance re-mortgaging and 120 per cent mortgage deals in the UK. These are known as mortgage-backed securities. When homeowners in the USA began to default on their mortgages, the value these mortgage packages had as investments fell. When it came time for the banks to cash in these investments to return the money they had borrowed, they were worthless; the banks didn’t have the cash to cover their own repayments and would have gone bust had governments in the UK, USA and other countries not stepped in and bailed them out.

      The evidence was too strong and too well known by the British public for Mervyn King, the governor of the Bank of England, to walk away from. He knew cuts were coming; after all, he had taken the extraordinary step of planning government tax and spending policy with Cameron and Osborne prior to the election. He then took another extraordinary step of speaking to the Trades Union Congress (TUC) in 2010 to take the blame, and to soften us all up for public sector cuts: ‘The billions spent bailing out the banks and the need for public spending cuts were the fault of the financial services sector.’ ⁠7But if public spending was not the cause of the economic crisis, how can public sector cuts be the only solution? And why do we have to wait for a banker to tell us that?

      Nevertheless, the narrative was getting through to the public. A Daily Telegraph⁠8 poll back in June 2009 had already recorded that seventy-five per cent of voters believed cuts were necessary. TUC polling throughout 2010 and 2011 consistently confirmed that most of the public felt the same, believing that there was no alternative. Indeed, the clamour of the debt narrative had drowned out dissenting voices and had now established a political consensus. A consensus that merely needed stating, often without recourse to analysis, let alone facts and (recent) history. The political parties were backed up by the Confederation of British Industry (CBI), leading businessmen, the Centre for Economics and Business Research, the Governor of the Bank of England and by a number (though by no means all) of prominent economists. All were shouting for public sector spending cuts.

      The narrative finally became government policy in May 2010, as the Conservative and Liberal Democrat Coalition picked up the reins of power. By October 2010 the government had issued the Comprehensive Spending Review, which translated the story into a reality of £80bn of public spending cuts. For you and for us, this means that certain operations and procedures are no longer available on the NHS, the poorest in our society are losing welfare benefits, police, nurses, social workers and teachers are cut back, and city councils like Liverpool’s are losing £150m per year in a thirty per cent cut to their budgets. Sure Start centres and libraries are closing up and down the country, and the Institute of Fiscal Studies is forecasting that 600,000 more children will enter poverty. The list is endless, but it amounts to a fundamental structural change in the funding and delivery of public services, and a scale of shrinkage to our public sector never before seen. Will Hutton implored anyone who would listen to understand how extreme these cuts were:

      
        
        No country has ever volunteered such austerity. It is as tough a package of retrenchment as the IMF imposed on Greece, a country on the brink of bankruptcy. It is twice as tough as the famously harsh measures Canada took between 1994 and 1997. It is three times tougher than Sweden’s measures between 1993 and 1995. In British terms, it is immeasurably tougher than what we did after the IMF crisis in 1976 or after the ERM crisis in 1992...⁠9

      

      

      To explore this a little further, let’s step back to where this chapter started, and my meeting with parents of children with disabilities, where I had to confirm that the capital programme had been closed and that the funds required to build the new respite care centre had been cut. The news was greeted with resignation. A parent representative was the first to respond, and given how proactive and uncompromising he and other parents had been in developing services for disabled children and the demands made on the council to provide facilities, I expected a tirade. I expected the council to be blamed for taking away the money or not spending it correctly, or calls to mount a campaign to have the programme reinstated. But no. He accepted the decision with resignation and said that in the face of ‘overspending’ there was little choice. The other parents and members of the meeting agreed. It was a devastating moment. I felt powerless to respond.

      I had been working on this project for months and had witnessed the passion and commitment parents brought to the development of services for their disabled children. One parent broke down in tears at a meeting, out of the pain and frustration in trying to get across the need for the centre to give her and her family a respite break from their disabled daughter. The parent representatives on the planning group had gone into minute detail about the size of the rooms, the facilities and location of the centre. They had spent their own money travelling to meetings and volunteered their time to attend them. Over the previous ten years they had developed a confidence in their own views and opinions through having access to local policy and decision makers and their inclusion in decision-making – even about how money would be spent. They overcame their suspicion of local government and its officers, to work with them to develop facilities, after-school groups and support networks.

      We caught a flavour of what this passion and moral purpose looks like on national TV when Jonathan Bartley,⁠10 the father of a disabled child, tackled David Cameron in the 2010 election campaign about his decision to close down special needs support in mainstream schools. Back at that planning meeting, I was witnessing at first hand how easily purpose and drive can be undermined and dissipated so much more quickly than it can be built up. In practice, the debt narrative was ploughing through people’s ideals, ambitions and plans. No one else in the meeting disagreed with this parent, but all felt uncomfortable, powerless and lacking the necessary insight to frame a response.

      It wasn’t just people who attended the meeting who felt this way. The sense of powerlessness extended much further – arguably even to Alistair Darling. A lot of people felt helpless to challenge the cuts because the debt narrative was so overwhelming. As my brother and I became active in promoting resistance to cuts we saw people fall into three broad categories of response: those who agreed with the debt analysis of the necessity for cuts; those who were resigned and felt that there was no alternative; and those who disagreed with the cuts out of the sense that the rationale was political and not economically driven, but couldn’t marshal a coherent argument.

      The sovereign debt and spending-cuts narrative was cemented. The only difference between the political parties now boiled down to how many billion pounds were to be cut and over how many years. It was a matter of degree, not substance. The media picked this up and ran with it.

      Students, in the first challenge to government cuts, marched against the increase in university tuition fees. What reporters wanted to know was where the cuts would fall if more money were put into university education to bring down the level of fees. BBC’s Question Time became a national, weekly platform for the debt narrative. Almost every discussion on almost any topic whether it be defence, schools, international development or sport followed a similar pattern. Government ministers and supporters argued that with the ‘mess’ they were left by the previous government there was no alternative to the political decisions the government was taking. Cuts were in the national interest. More often than not the Labour Party representatives remained quiet, uncomfortable and unable to challenge.

      There was no better evidence of the predominance of the new consensus than the media build up to the Comprehensive Spending Review in October 2010. National and regional BBC radio stations, Sky and ITV national news, local and national press were asking readers, viewers and listeners to make suggestions as to where the cuts should fall. This didn’t happen in the 1980s when there were alternative and competing arguments and analyses. So why is there no challenge to this now? In the 1980s the decisions to make public sector spending cuts were clearly political. In 2010, the need for cuts was a given and our leading journalists were seduced by the argument. John Humphrys prefixed his interview with Nick Clegg in the week before the CSR with the words ‘We know you need to make cuts, but...’ Andrew Marr followed this up in his keynote inquisition of George Osborne: ‘You clearly need to make the savings, the cuts and raise taxes...’ He even allowed Osborne’s historic, unprecedented assertion that the country was on the brink of bankruptcy to go unchallenged.

      Even Andrew Tyrie, the Conservative chair of the Treasury Select Committee, did better than Marr. He told George Osborne that talk of bankruptcy was ‘over-egging it’.⁠11 But a distinctive feature of the coverage of the debt narrative has been the mainstream media’s largely unquestioning acceptance of government statistics and political assertions about the economy.

      Stephanie Flanders, economics editor at the BBC, in her report of 9 September 2011, put the reason for poor growth figures down to the good weather, the tsunami in Japan and the day off for the Royal Wedding. Why did she not mention that the retail sales and manufacturing slump, combined with redundancies as a result of spending cuts, were starting to have an impact, and consumer confidence was at an all-time low? ‘We were providing the explanation provided by the ONS, the independent statistical body,’ Stephanie wrote.⁠12 Yet her role in the BBC is analysis, not news reporting. Her unquestioned reproduction of a government/ONS press release is closer to her previous role as speechwriter and advisor to Larry Summers than that of the BBC’s chief analyst. (She had also worked with the US Treasury Secretary, as he presided over the deregulation of the banking system that unleashed the whirlwind of mortgage-backed securities, credit default swaps, sub-prime mortgages and over-leveraged banks that sit behind the whole debt issue.) ‘If this was not emphasised yesterday, that was simply because there were other things to focus on in a 2.5 minute package, and the broad political and economic arguments about austerity are now so well understood by our viewers.’⁠13 I was referred to her blog.

      What was worse, any challenge to the debt narrative was now being questioned in moral terms. Martha Kearney accused Hilary Benn of being a ‘deficit denier’ and the Conservatives had singled out Ed Balls as the number one ‘deficit denier’. This is emotive, powerful language redolent of attacks on Holocaust ‘deniers’ and used regularly to dismiss argument and debate about climate change. There is no way of understanding ‘deficit denier’ other than its suggestion that challenging the debt narrative is immoral. In fact it was denying the British public a debate. Without as much information as possible being placed in the public domain, how can we make judgements, ask intelligent questions, be sceptical, come up with other solutions? Never mind the fiscal deficit – the debt narrative has created a democratic deficit.

      In our desperation, my brother and I started to write to the BBC and to The Guardian to complain about the coverage of debt and the lack of challenge to the debt narrative. We made the point in a series of emails and interventions on radio phone-ins that although the coverage reflected the political consensus it did not reflect the broader economic analysis represented by numerous economists and people on both sides of the political spectrum. We crystallised our scepticism into a Powerpoint presentation and gave talks wherever we could. We begged the question, doesn’t the BBC have a duty to do this?

      ‘The Editorial Guidelines state that we strive to reflect a wide range of opinion and explore a range and conflict of views so that no significant strand of thought is knowingly unreflected or under-represented,’ a senior executive at BBC News told us. She almost sounded as though she may have been agreeing with us, until she went on to write: ‘However, reflecting a broad range of views is not the same as giving equal weight to all shades of opinion and nor are we required to give totally comprehensive coverage.’

      That even appears to be the case when journalists know that there is more to add to an analysis. Evan Davis had given Len McCluskey, the Unite union general secretary, a grilling on the radio, unlike anything to which Danny Alexander, George Osborne or other government ministers had been subjected. We wrote to Evan Davis to ask him why he prevented McCluskey from elaborating on his argument and why he didn’t challenge ministers in the same way. For example, we asked, why are ministers not asked to explain the significance of the low level of national debt and borrowing on their cuts planning? He replied:

      
        
        I personally think there are arguments to be made for not dealing with the deficit at the moment. Indeed there are arguments for monetising it too. But these need to be set out by those who want to assert them not by me.⁠14

      

      

      So Evan knows the answers, but won’t tell us what they are? Aren’t journalists supposed to use their knowledge and experience to ask more intelligent, searching questions?

      Given the scale of the cuts and the fundamental shift in the delivery of public services, there has been very little sustained resistance. The students kicked it off in the autumn and winter of 2010 with a large demonstration in London against an increase in university tuition fees that included attacking the Conservative Party HQ in Millbank. Many of us, desperate to resist the cuts agenda, pinned our hopes on them. ‘Students did it in France in 1968, China and the USA in the 1960s,’ some thought. But their resistance dissipated as the New Year began, the police relentlessly hunted down prominent demonstrators, and the courts imposed explicitly deterrent penalties. The trade unions were starting to push an alternative to cuts agenda, led by the Public and Commercial Services Union, but they were nervous to go straight for strikes and be picked off as an isolated resistance to the government. Anyway, they were not sure the members were ready to go on strike. The TUC polling and the growing power of the narrative told them that. The unions didn’t want to go it alone and Brendan Barber announced that ‘the TUC is keen to build the widest possible coalition against the cuts, involving unions, charities, community groups and faith organisations’.⁠15 The unions funded the False Economy website, which collected information that challenged the debt narrative and was trying to build an alliance with the other sectors.

      The Culture Secretary, Jeremy Hunt, visited Liverpool to open an exhibition in the Walker Museum. The full scale of the cuts had already been revealed by George Osborne, and this was almost the first opportunity to show a minister of state how we felt about it. What’s more the art gallery is less than a Usain Bolt sprint from the Unite north-west regional office. My wife and I hadn’t joined a demonstration since the 1980s, when tens of thousands turned out whenever there was a march or a protest. In 1983, at the height of the Liverpool City Council confrontation with the Conservative government over deep cuts to the city budget, Tony Benn, Arthur Scargill and Derek Hatton led marches that stopped the city and filled the streets with noisy, angry chanting.

      We walked across the St George’s Hall Plateau and across the cobblestones to the foot of the gallery steps, where the police had put tape up to prevent anyone entering the Walker Gallery. There were about thirty other people there, and no one was sure if the Culture Secretary had already gone into the building or if they would see him. Where was everyone else?

      In May 2011 we joined the Alternative march along the embankment to Hyde Park in London. It was the alliance that Brendan Barber, the General Secretary of the TUC, had spoken of, and more than 500,000 people were there. There was singing, salsa bands playing, chatting. It was a polite demonstration. UK Uncut organised flashmobs of tens of people targeting shops and banks that do not pay their fair share of tax, and the Occupy movement was spreading from London across the UK’s major cities. But this was unconnected activity, disparate, almost like a suite of protest choices from which people could choose the cause that best suited them. Though welcome and at times challenging, it did not feel as though they were building a momentum towards a counter-narrative.

      So that’s the state of affairs: inadequate challenge to the debt narrative by journalists and no alternative represented by a mainstream political party – parents accepting services for their disabled children will get worse, Croxteth facing a return to the poverty of the 1980s and the majority of the public believing that cuts are inevitable. There isn’t even the political satire of Spitting Image to tease out the inconsistencies and absurdities in government policy.

      With little political leadership, how can an alternative analysis be developed? We couldn’t stand by and watch this happen and in June 2010, together with my brother I started to look into this more deeply. We were following up clues that we had picked up in the letters pages of national newspapers. Sixty economists told us that ‘the current deficit reflects the deepest and longest global recession since the war, with extraordinary public sector fiscal and financial support needed to prevent the UK economy falling off a cliff’. Not only that, they also told us that in their opinion the debt narrative is a scare tactic: ‘They seek to frighten us with the present level of the deficit but mention neither the automatic reduction that will be achieved as and when growth is resumed nor the effects of growth on investor confidence.’⁠16

      Twenty other economic historians made a plea to change the substance of the debate by placing the debt crisis in the context of previous economic crises, namely that our national debt has been higher for most of the last 250 years, and that the global deregulation of banks and the assumption that governments will bail them out has created ever greater economic crises. Instead of cuts, they argued, the government should ‘turn their attention to promoting the economic growth that can speed up the repayment of public debt’.⁠17

      These were just two letters to national newspapers, but when we were looking for evidence to challenge the debt narrative, there was no mainstream source of information to build on. The case put by eighty economists did not enter the political discourse, and I cannot remember hearing a politician make any reference to their claims. In the event, the May 2010 General Election passed without any mention of these pleas for economic balance and debate. No wonder the people I worked and socialised with had no information to work on to raise questions about the cuts – not even economists in the business school of my brother’s university.

      The UK’s own economics Nobel Prize winner in 2010 told us that ‘the Chancellor has exaggerated the sovereign risks that are threatening the country’.⁠18 That was virtually a repeat of Andrew Tyrie’s⁠19 ‘over-egging’ statement, but it was not repeated elsewhere. This alternative analysis was restricted to the small print of reporting on the economic crisis – on blogs, in short references in articles and in news reports, but it was not granted the balance of analysis that its challenging views represented. We have heard few journalists refer to this alternative analysis in challenging government or Labour Party statements on cuts – we will look at that in the final chapter.

      In June 2010 Saville, my brother, had given a public lecture in Bristol on the impact of cuts on our democracy. He looked for data on the scale of the economic ‘crisis’. He could find none at all that spoke convincingly of any crisis and reported that to the amazement of his audience. Intrigued, fired with a sense that we could do something other than swallow what was happening and march ineffectually, we both trawled the internet through government official statistics, the Treasury website, the CIA World Factbook, economics articles, interviews on YouTube, speeches and Select Committee meetings and online economics lectures. We spoke to economists and journalists, and we began to put facts and figures together and build up a picture of deficit, taxation, banks, GDP and debt that told a different story to the narrative, one that was strongly suggestive of an alternative to the assertion that the UK was in economic ‘crisis’. In fact, the information we found suggested that our economy was in a fit enough state to cope with the debt and deficit problems we were experiencing as a result of the 2008 recession. Our debt is relatively low, our deficit can be financed by cheap borrowing, and growth can bring the deficit down.

      We put all this into a PowerPoint slideshow, sending it through our contact database, encouraging recipients to do the same, and we started giving public talks, one of which you can see on YouTube and another on Bristol Indymedia.⁠20 We disseminated many thousands of copies of the presentation in the form of a card-set – UNISON used it in their representative training – and we even spoke to Ed Balls and his shadow treasury team.

      One of the first things we found was that there are key phrases, commonly used, that none of us really understand and are rarely explained. What is GDP? What is a deficit? Can it be structural and what does that mean anyway? What is quantitative easing? What is UK debt? What are the implications of inflation and what is it? By the 1990s, there turned out to be more than one definition of it – Retail Price Index or Consumer Price Index. What are they? How do they differ? And what difference does it make if they do?

      Not many of us feel comfortable talking about economics, mainly because it it is made to sound so complicated and scientific. Its vocabulary alone is intimidating – and not just to the public. Senior Labour politicians told us that even Labour MPs are afraid of talking about economics and tend to avoid the subject. They even avoid attending briefings, so no wonder Question Time is always a debt narrative whitewash.

      But there is an alternative narrative and it is accessible and understandable, even in economic terms. There is an explanation of the economic events of the past five years that does not describe a UK in debt crisis. It offers choice, differences of opinion, uncertainty, and hope. It takes us on a different voyage beyond economics into politics and visions of society, our expectations and ambitions, and into an understanding of why the American Nobel prize-winning economist Paul Krugman wrote ‘Jobs now, deficits later was and is the right strategy. Unfortunately, it’s a strategy that has been abandoned in the face of phantom risks and delusional hopes.’⁠21
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a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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