
   [image: cover]


   
      
         [image: ]

      

   


   
      
         

         
            POLLY TOYNBEE & DAVID WALKER

            THE LOST DECADE

            2010–2020

and

What Lies Ahead

for Britain

         

         
            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Foreword

         

         Even if after 2010 we had lived through years of plenty with no austerity and no Brexit, Covid would still have struck hard. Families would still have mourned premature deaths, vital protective equipment would still have fallen short and the economy would still have been poleaxed. But the lost decade made things much worse – in care homes, in hospitals and in the morale and capacity of public services. For leadership, the UK could only turn to a variant on the same Westminster caste still in power after ten years, distinguished by dogma, disarray and its disastrous handling of Brexit.

         The lost years resulted in a Covid death toll higher than it needed to be – and helps explain why a country that formerly had such a formidable apparatus of epidemiological expertise failed to respond adequately or in time. Covid exposed the mistakes made after 2010. Social security protections were stripped away; the civil service weakened; market competition thrust on the NHS; international cooperation arrogantly rejected. These were not accidents, but actions claimed at the time as proud achievements by the Cameron coalition and by Theresa May and Boris Johnson’s brigade of true Brexit believers.

         We wrote just before the pandemic. In time, inquiries will be held, judges will opine and reckonings get made. But answers to the long list of Covid questions are already visible. They begin here in our account of what happened after 2010. High on the list were the policies of fragmenting and outsourcing the NHS, breaking up English schooling and de-professionalising teachers; local government should have stood as frontline defence against the virus but it had been denigrated and diminished. These were policies not directly applied in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland but there, too, the austerity enforced UK-wide had undermined basic public services.

         To understand where we now are, we have to look back a few years. Many people bristled with indignation at the sight of Tory ministers and MPs clapping for the NHS. A genuine change of heart might have been forgiven – on his discharge Johnson claimed an epiphany over the value of lives saved by hospital nurses. But repentance has to acknowledge the damage done by the policies they had all enthusiastically supported and the cuts they pushed through.

         After 2012 the NHS in England was broken up and bureaucratised, subdivided with jealous and uncooperative new quangos directed to outsource to private companies, with political allies appointed to lead them. For ten years ministers claimed health spending was rising; so it was, but only in aggregate cash terms and by the smallest margin since 1948. Spending per head fell. Deep cuts in training left 100,000 vacancies for doctors and nurses as the epidemic took hold. Covid brutally exposed the greater vulnerability of older people; an ageing population needed higher spending and in its absence the beds were not there, staff were missing, ventilators absent. 

         Though inexorable demographic facts were plain in 2010, no planning was made for the growing numbers of older and very old people. A cynic might observe that Tory ministers did cope: on their watch, by 2018, the long-running increase in longevity stopped and even went into reverse for poorer women.

         Care in ageing Britain has been brutally exposed, its inadequacy revealed day after day, both in care homes and services for the frail in their own homes. The lost decade saw all social care deliberately and rapidly withdrawn as successive Tory cabinets made councils their principal target for cuts: their maxim was ‘devolve the axe’ and let councils take the flak. Cashstrapped councils tightened eligibility for help and squeezed the fees paid to place old or disabled people in care homes. They closed their own institutions, relying almost entirely on private companies. When Covid struck, the whole apparatus tumbled. Care-home staff, working zero-hour contracts on poverty wages for multiple homes, both transmitted the infection and were themselves infected; profit-seeking companies failed to buy protective equipment.

         Cameron, May and Johnson were well aware of the care problem, but they each in turn had retreated from it. Cameron commissioned a study on financing it, then shelved it. May broached paying more for better care but, opposed by her own side, dropped it the next day. All solutions meant people contributing more in personal payments or through taxes, but the lost decade was characterised by ideological aversion to fairer taxation, especially of wealth, and an equally dogmatic commitment to reducing state involvement. This embraced even the mild programmes of local authorities. Though Tories controlled many of England’s councils, in this starkly partisan decade, local leaders put party loyalty ahead of public interest and winced but kept quiet when their budgets were screwed down.

         Austerity explains why the UK’s Covid death toll was high, its effects insidious and covert as well as direct. The 2016 pandemic-planning exercise code-named Cygnus listed the preparations necessary, but penny-pinching ministers had no money for emergency planning. Officials were distracted or had, literally, disappeared. In one of the decade’s ironies, many civil servants were redeployed away to try to salvage what they could from Brexit. Britain need not have joined the highest Covid death league had all those civil service hours spent planning for a ‘no deal’ Brexit been devoted to preparing for a well-predicted Sars-like respiratory epidemic.

         The Covid crisis exposed familiar fissures in British society – the divergent fates of those without gardens, without computers or internet access, those without food and no alternative but to travel by bus. Suddenly households used to a decent income had the shock revelation of applying for Universal Credit and discovered what Iain Duncan Smith and other ministers had been up to. Benefits for those of working age had been slashed; the welfare state safety net was full of holes; protections were minimal. Getting help with rent and how to pay for the basics of life had become humiliating and impoverishing.

         Yet reassuringly, the crisis revealed how much of the old NHS ethos remained, as staff pulled together, selflessly and courageously. The crisis nurtured neighbourliness and newfound appreciation of public service. It turned out that reserves of selfless commitment had been depleted but not exhausted, once the emergency sent money flowing and the constricting contract culture was abandoned.

         Recovery depends on an active and imaginative state, a willingness to plan cooperatively with employers, unions and citizens. Johnson proved pragmatic enough to irrigate the economy with emergency money. But gut instincts around his cabinet table and among the cabal of special advisers remained laissez-faire. He and his predecessors ran governments that did not, at a fundamental level, believe in government: instead they mocked it as red-tape bureaucracy or the ‘nanny state’.

         If the pandemic revealed the depth of mutual commitment, it also showed how fragile charities and voluntary organisations are, especially after attacks on them orchestrated by Cameron. The crisis put on display modern Britain’s stark inequalities and the sheer privilege enjoyed by the wealthy, immune, as far as they could push it, from the rules governing other people. In the book we discuss the formula measuring income inequality, the Gini coefficient: estimates for 2010 to 2020 have now been shown to undercount greatly the affluence of the wealthiest, who can manipulate tax rules to move money when it suits between dividends and salaries, capital and income. The epidemic itself exposed how ethnic minorities and the poorest died in greatest numbers, following the familiar gradient where years of healthy life match social standing. The UK, the most unequal among similar countries, could probably not have avoided a higher tally of Covid deaths than other countries.

         But from the darkness of the pandemic emerge glimpses of a better Britain. Everyone can see we could be greener, our public workers better rewarded, with fairer shares and power better spread between staff and employees. The UK could be less addicted to imports, with an economy less biased towards services. A new sense of community can give rise to a more social democratic Britain. If that’s the new mood, then these mean-spirited governments since 2010 will look even more wasteful, unnecessary and anachronistic.

         The wrong road was taken; we detoured up a cul-de-sac. On that wasted journey, disastrous decisions were taken that will permanently scar the future, notably the way the Brexit vote was held and its aftermath. But post-Covid, there’s a chance to rethink how both society and the economy are organised. First, we have to grasp how and why we got here and how badly we did. If we don’t understand the recent past, we risk repeating it. And that would be fatal.
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            Introduction

         

         The Tory triumph in the 2019 general election, the fourth election within ten years, bookends their assumption of power in 2010, but for many it means that the pain and dismay of the lost decade from 2010 to 2020 will extend long into the 2020s. During the campaign, Boris Johnson grandly pronounced the end of austerity but said nothing about repairing the damage done; he was highly selective about which cuts might be partially restored and who would receive his largesse. The UK economy is in trouble, financial sustainability under threat. It may be only a matter of time before his government resorts, again, to slash and burn.

         That’s one reason we need the social accounting offered here. Another is that during Brexit and political party turmoil, amnesia was deliberate, with the past rewritten. Here’s our bid to fill the role of recording angel. We can’t understand what is happening now unless we consider all that led up to it. Such is the volatility of contemporary politics that much may have changed between the time this book went to press in December and you reading it. But we are not primarily concerned with the charivari of Westminster, the turmoil, deep-dyed cynicism and crass opportunism of parliaments. Our book records the effect of what the government did, what it spent and cut and who suffered as a result, how attitudes and sensibilities change, sometimes at pace, sometimes glacially.

         We have tried to track the past decade methodically: employing statistics where appropriate; listing what was enacted and what was delivered; and presenting vignettes of the lives, experiences, attitudes, emotions and responses of people we talked to around the country. References and sources for our facts and figures are listed at davidwalkerassociates.wordpress.com.

         Our 2010 book The Verdict: Did Labour Change Britain? measured the Blair and Brown years. We used it to benchmark what Tory ministers inherited. Here we record the fate of Sure Start, social security, inequality, the legal system, defence and support for research and industry. The decade from 2010 to 2020 saw a drive to renew and harden Tory anti-state, anti-tax individualism, testing them to destruction. The core beliefs of most of those around Johnson’s Cabinet table were nurtured in Thatcherism, though much was opportunistically suppressed in the 2019 election to stay in power.

         The decade was dark and fractious; will the next one be the same? Perhaps not. Empirical reality may force the adoption of more progressive policies. Electoral and practical necessity demands spending and repair to popular services, from social care to police and potholes. The climate emergency, demography and ageing, new technology: these are unstoppable, and require an active, interventionist state. Meanwhile, attitudes on gender, inequality and diversity will go on liberalising. Challenges from Russia and China, let alone any practicable Brexit settlement, make mending a broken foreign policy essential. This book is both a spur and a reminder of all that was lost and all that needs reclaiming after the lost decade. 
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            Leaving It All Behind

         

         What happened will scar the rest of our lives. Beyond the Brexit rupture, austerity will ricochet down the years ahead. The phalanx of predominantly older people who powered the 2016 referendum vote will pass on, but their works will outlast them. An April 2019 survey by the Hansard Society found 56 per cent of the general public judged Britain to be in decline, expressing a defeated hopelessness that jarred with both the patriotism promised at the start of the Brexit campaign and the restoration of national fortunes promised as a reward for belt-tightening. Just before he died, the poet Geoffrey Hill, with David Bowie’s disappearance in mind, saw the spirit of the nation sinking low.

         This was a decade of lost time when it came to the pressing national tasks of cutting carbon emissions, renewing roofs and railways, boosting technical skills and refitting national defence with cyber-capacity, or preparing for our inevitable ageing. It was a decade of hard work and lost earnings: real wages, adjusted for inflation, dropped by 5 per cent. The escalator that had carried successive generations to higher levels of affluence jerked, then stopped. Twenty- and thirty-somethings were worse off than their parents had been at the same age; ubiquitous avocado on toast was a myth, and many were still forced to live with their parents because they couldn’t afford to move. People in their forties and fifties were worse off than people of the same age used to be. Such a prolonged period of stagnation had not been seen since wartime, perhaps even the Napoleonic era. But those at the top saw their pay rise, massively.

         It was certainly a good time to have a few bob. During hearings at the European Parliament, the whistleblower who exposed the £200 billion money-laundering scandal at Danske Bank said that the UK was getting worse at combating corruption, letting limited liability partnerships be abused; UK shell companies were the preferred vehicle for non-resident clients, some linked to Putin and the Russian kleptocracy. Access to ministers was openly sold in exchange for party donations. It was fitting that oligarchs were made welcome in our oligarchy. David Cameron created new peers faster than any of his predecessors: membership of the House of Lords grew to 793. The only other countries with larger second parliamentary chambers were the People’s Republic of China, Kazakhstan and Burkina Faso.

         Who were we? The question forced itself more urgently than at any time since Great Britain was melded together in the eighteenth century. England, Wales and Scotland went their different ways in 2016. The Irish question was exhumed from the shallow grave where it had rested in relative peace for twenty years, to dominate politics in a way William Ewart Gladstone might have recognised. If Brexit was nationalism in action, whose ‘mish-mash of myth, legend, history and wishful thinking’ – as one historian defined the -ism – was it? Together with austerity’s destruction of public spaces and services, Brexit sharpened differences and distances, stretching the gaps between places, classes and ages, between degree-holders and those who had not gone to college, feeding mutual contempt and a growing suspicion that we no longer shared the same mental or moral space as our physical neighbours. At least we agreed we disagreed: three-quarters of the population thought Britain ‘more divided’. The country had been cleft.

         Us and Them

         A television crew from the BBC – which itself suffered a meltdown of editorial control and journalistic self-confidence – went to Merthyr Tydfil to portray the Brexit Party’s astute use of social media. When they tried to film a Nigel Farage rally, burly men approached the camera. ‘Not wanted here,’ they growled. ‘British Broadcasting Conspiracy’, ‘left-wing scum’, then something unintelligible about ‘mainstream media’, that cod phrase of the Trumpites and their British analogues. This was Welsh leavism, brutish and threatening, far from Nye Bevan’s green-valley socialism.

         But this story was about a cultural disconnect. The day after the encounter was broadcast, the Welsh government decreed that parents would no longer be permitted to hit their children. As in Scotland, smacking would be assault. Here was a parallel Welsh trajectory, this one revealing that around those burly Merthyr leavers social norms were continuing to liberalise. In which direction lay the future? By 2020 the signposts were pointing confusingly to more Toryism, but of a social democratic bent: Plaid Cymru on the rise; more Welsh language; remain improving in the polls; the Welsh economy fragile, as symbolised by the huge uncertainty over the Port Talbot steel plant, its government more dependent than ever on grants from Westminster.

         ‘We have become an us and them society,’ the Social Mobility Commission reported. Along with immobility they found alienation and social resentment: ‘whole tracts of our country feel left behind’. But that could easily sound like we, the metropolitan elite, the governing class, pronouncing on what they felt. They were perfectly able to speak, and had done, in the Brexit vote and countless polls and vox pops. It turned out that many who had voted leave were not poor or northern or left behind or much afflicted by austerity. They were, nonetheless, resentful, yet the reasons given for that resentment often sounded suspiciously like an echo of the headlines that newspaper proprietors – non-British and resident in extra-territorial tax havens – had long been procuring from journalists who were more poisonously partisan than ever before.

         ‘Whole communities feel the benefits of globalisation have passed them by,’ said the commissioners. So why go on voting for MPs opposed to the active, redistributive policies needed to temper the negative effects of migration and globalisation? Why support a leave campaign whose instigators wanted the UK to become an unregulated tax haven? (Maybe it already was. The OECD found that fewer than a third of the fifty-six tax authorities it surveyed had dedicated units to oversee the tax affairs of the wealthy. HM Revenues and Customs (HMRC) claimed that it was focusing on the issue, with 375 staff locked on the tax owed by 6,200 people with assets worth more than £20 million. Yet, as the hyper-rich expanded, so did their willingness to avoid tax.)

         ‘Listen to the leavers,’ commentators kept insisting. But they constantly emphasised difference and discord, and it was hard to fashion a coherent response. For example, where was the sense in supporting a Brexit that was actively damaging research, productivity and growth while reducing the means to redress the inequities between groups and regions?

         But beware Britocentrism, for this was also an age of anxiety in Hungary, Italy, Poland and the US, while insurgent right-wing parties in Spain, France and Germany dug up the old template rejecting immigration, protecting privilege and abhorring social change favouring women and the LGBTQ community, displaying a yen for authoritarian rulers, clowns and demagogues. Other countries, too, were engaging in painful conversations about identity, past and future. Germany struggled to define a role commensurate with its European standing; Emmanuel Macron rose meteorically before, battered by the gilets jaunes, old reflexes and incompatible aspirations, the stock of this epitome of centrism plummeted and the burning of Notre-Dame seared France’s soul. Foreign observers were perplexed at the disappearance of those self-proclaimed British virtues of pragmatism, tolerance and humour, gone for good. Unlike France, Germany or Hungary, the UK wasn’t unitary. Spain and Italy had their problems defining nationhood, but nothing like those facing a polity comprising Wales, Scotland and, most anomalous of all, Northern Ireland. English nationalism stirred, disconsolate but unformed. The hard right in England, represented by Tommy Robinson and the assassin of the MP Jo Cox, did not even try to shake off its brutishness. It had no ideas, no theories of the kind that underpinned pre-war fascism. But themes and memes blew in from the US.

         Sleeping Under Cardboard

         The tone of public life coarsened. Precious institutions bore pockmarks from the flak. The dissolution of trust did not just enfeeble the political class, media and corporate chieftains; confidence in charities also tumbled into a ten-year trough. Meliorism, the taken-for-granted inevitability of upgrade, died with new statistics on longevity. Mortality had been in retreat, but now the long improvement in our life expectancy came to an abrupt end. Infant mortality rose in a pattern unseen since before the Second World War.

         Both trends were hard to disconnect from poverty and the axing of social services. Psychiatrists estimated that one in five girls and young women in England had cut, burned or poisoned themselves in deliberate acts of self-harm, part of a rising trend. After deaths by crushing were reported, London binmen learned to check waste containers before emptying them: ‘You can’t spot people if they’re sleeping under cardboard,’ said one. A BBC interview with a nurse captured how it felt to be stigmatised and excluded: ‘I see more misery and hardship for myself and my children. I have just been awarded a 1 per cent rise, and yet the cost of living continues to increase. The chancellor has cut tax credits in an underhand way. It seems as a single parent and a public sector worker I am an enemy of the state.’ Foreign journalists who came to film the food banks found themselves tripping over sleeping bags in doorways. Welcome to the country of homelessness, payday loans, bedroom tax and zero-hours contracts.

         But the era’s winners won big. One in five of those born in the 1950s now owned a second property. The total wealth embodied by second homes, buy-to-let investments and those foreign gîtes, rural villas and flats on the Costa climbed to £941 billion. The old did well, the young badly (even if some of them will later in life become lucky inheritors). Top people coined it; recipients of benefits suffered. Jeff Fairburn of Persimmon was gifted a £75 million bonus, not for entrepreneurial heroism or risking his own money in clever investment, but for milking a scandalously loose housebuilding subsidy devised by Chancellor George Osborne with that characteristic mixture of dogma and administrative incompetence. The UK still had more very highly paid bankers than the rest of the EU put together. The dividends paid out by companies in the UK reached a record high of £99.8 billion in 2018. Growth slowed, but profits rose. The list of winners also featured vice-chancellors, who often pulled the strings of the university councils meant to hold them to account in order to put through substantial increases in their own pay, which were ultimately paid from the public purse.

         Osborne himself was one of those who did very nicely, thank you, after being given a succession of handsomely rewarded jobs. As editor of the London Evening Standard, he first pursued a personal vendetta against his former boss, Theresa May, before returning the paper to Tory partisanship and savaging the Labour London mayor at every opportunity. His new boss was a pal of Boris Johnson’s who had sold part of the equity to the Saudis; the Standard slathered the new prime minister in treacle.

         The High Street Falls Low

         Median pay stood pat. An average worker’s total weekly pay fell in real terms from £525 in 2008 to £497 in 2019. As incomes idled and the use of contactless payments surged, people dealt with less physical cash. In 2006, 62 per cent of payments in the UK were made with notes and coins; ten years later, it was only 40 per cent, with over 300 cashpoints closing each month by 2019, stranding towns such as Battle in East Sussex. The Royal Mint stayed production of 1p and 2p pieces.

         If consumption kept growing, it was partly because after 2015 households again started loading up with debt. Paradoxically, consumerism could no longer sustain its ancient creation, the high street. The collapse of friendly and familiar retail brands probably contributed to a pervading sense of loss and dislocation. Kinks guitarist Dave Davies tried to defend an ornate shopping arcade in north London against destruction, saying, ‘Feelings are attached to things, not just people … little shops matter.’ The upside/downside of that was the consummate ease of online shopping, with goods delivered by a dense network of competing, carbon-emitting vans and lorries, and lots of openings for gig-employed drivers, badly paid.

         The fate of retail suggests a metaphor for what happened to the UK at large after 2010. Along the high street financial forces went to work unseen on the bricks and mortar. American online companies, unregulated and monopolistic, squeezed traditional commerce, their man in the White House threatening dire consequences if they were brought to tax justice. You could be in King’s Lynn or Greenock, Coleraine or Wrexham, and the streetscape shows many of the same shop fronts. You can still find major brands – Clark’s shoes, Thornton’s, Primark, Holland & Barrett and Boots – but in between is dereliction. The ‘n’ and the ‘h’ in the sign for the Debenham’s store in Banbury are hanging loose; it’s been closed down, and a pop-up card shop has colonised part of the space, the rest empty or let to charity shops. Elsewhere, Marks & Spencer has downsized or gone; estate agents’ signs tell of frontages to let, while marginal nail parlours and vape shops have moved in, along with the homeless and destitute. This is 2020’s Britain. It hasn’t fallen apart, but it’s pockmarked, squalid and reeking of decline. Meanwhile, out of town, people with cars and money still flock to Asda and Waitrose, though those companies are not without balance-sheet anxieties, shutting up shops, too.

         That word – anxiety – recurs. As ambiguous as the attitude and well-being data is, it shows worry, discomfort and tension; the gloomsters attacked by Johnson when he took office as prime minister had good reason to be uncheerful. 

         We Never Had So Much Control

         Paradoxically, people had opportunity aplenty to express their feelings. The phrase ‘take back control’ was so rich in nostalgia and the promise of recovery, yet we had never had as much control, electorally at least. In addition to the cycle of council contests, in England new metropolitan or regional mayors were voted for in Greater Manchester, the West Midlands, Liverpool, Cambridge/Peterborough, Avon (Bristol, Bath, South Gloucestershire) and South Yorkshire. The inhabitants of the north-east who vociferously grabbed the ‘left behind’ badge had been given the chance of an elected assembly in 2004, but responded with apathy, largely voted no and would probably not be much keener now. Judging by turnout and local interest, better governance for cities and regions was not what people meant by taking back control, and interest stayed depressingly low. The gap between the size of the potential electorate and those actually on the register continued to grow: Democratic Audit said it could be as high as 8 million people.

         The 2010 coalition deal specified a referendum on fairer voting for the House of Commons. This, too, turned out to be a form of control people did not want to take back. Opposing change, the demon team who won the Brexit referendum cut their incisors on this one and practised their dishonesty. Not that they needed to. Extraordinarily, in the light of subsequent party fragmentation, fairer voting was not what the people wanted and only two out of five bothered to turn out, with 68 per cent of those who did backing the status quo. A year later, in England, barely one in seven voted in the first elections for police and crime commissioners, a pet project in which Cameron and co. promptly lost all interest. A year after that, one in three voted for the UK’s members of the European Parliament. But enough of them backed UKIP to frighten Cameron into conceding a referendum to the Tory Eurosceptics.

         In 2015 the Tories won the UK general election with 37 per cent of the vote. Third in terms of votes cast, UKIP got only a single seat, which showed how much had been squandered by the failure of fair voting in 2011. On to June 2016, when 72 per cent took part in the referendum on EU membership; 51.9 per cent said leave. The people whose will was subsequently cited as being expressed amounted to 37 per cent of the voting population. A year afterwards, Theresa May asked for a Brexit mandate and – insofar as votes ‘say’ anything intelligible – was refused one, even though the number of people voting Tory increased. On a 69 per cent turnout, she was left dependent on a deal with the ten Democratic Unionist Party MPs. Seven Sinn Féin MPs continued to refuse to take their Westminster seats. Electoral enthusiasm drained away in the drear days of December 2019; we picked up the result of that contest in the Introduction.

         Abstention is a reminder that most people are only intermittently interested in public affairs, which doesn’t stop them expressing their views, however ill-informed. We get on with our lives regardless of politics, even when matters of life and death turn on political decision-making. We often said to the people we talked to for this book, ‘But your job, your children’s life chances, their housing, the things you cherish, they’re all affected by policy, tax and political choices.’ They don’t necessarily believe it.

         The Abyss

         Jack London called his book about the East End The People of the Abyss, in that Victorian/Edwardian tradition of intrepid writers venturing into the heart of social darkness. Leavers tried to tar their opponents with the same brush: ‘You talk as if we are troglodytes, blind political moles, when we are quite capable of trading off our economic interests against an expression of identity as anti-Europeans or proud Little Englanders. We can and will self-harm if we want to, in the name of patriotism.’ Scholars once wrote books about the paranoid strain in American politics; well, it was evident here now. The attitude shone defiantly through polls during the Tory leadership contest in June 2019, when party members – an unrepresentative handful, predominantly white, male and old – said they would sacrifice everything – the existence of the UK, big losses to GDP and personal material well-being – in order to secure the great prize.

         Shouting from the other side of the abyss, ‘What is the prize?’ did no good. Brexit was about profound, unbridgeable differences in understanding how the world works. There is no healing unction for a cognitive wound. Possessing a university degree marked out and divided us; the clash of view and value started with schooling. Liberals (tending to be tolerant, opposed to censorship, the death penalty and so on) had long been far apart from authoritarians. Now those divisions mapped closely the leave/remain divide. But left–right remained, meaning for or against government, tax and market interventions. A great Brexit puzzle was how, having won the vote, leave pushed and got pulled further and further rightwards on this scale, too, eventually creating in the Johnson government the spectacle of committed small-staters being forced to announce big spending in the name of leave. Nearly 100 per cent of Labour Party members thought austerity had gone too far, against 11 per cent of Tories; 15 per cent of Tories thought the government should redistribute income, against 94 per cent of Labour members. Authoritarians and liberals split between Labour and Tory in the 2017 election, though it was the first where age was a stronger predictor of voting intention than social class.

         Crumbling and Crumbly

         This era was always going to be pressured, because an ageing society is more likely to be tense and divided: demography is destiny. Between 2010 and 2020 the population aged sixty-five and above grew by 25 per cent to over 12.5 million; by contrast, the number of children under sixteen grew by 8 per cent. Single-person households rose sharply to 7.7 million, with surveys suggesting they tended to be less happy and saved notably less. As the proportion of senior citizens keeps growing, choices have to be made about resources, taxes, health and care. Except that society doesn’t make ‘choices’ in that reasoned sense. Decisions are fragmented, people grumble and adapt, the noisiest dominate, and things are allowed to happen. More older people needed care, but it wasn’t provided, and the quality of their and their families’ lives diminished as a result. Austerity and failing social supports went some way to explaining why the Office for National Statistics (ONS) found that life expectancy in the UK had stopped improving for the first time since 1982, when such predictions were first made.

         To age is to crumble. You can’t keep putting sticking plasters on infrastructure, said the chair of the commission supposed to be reviewing it; he could just as well have been talking about our senescent constitution as the national patrimony. The home of the UK parliament was falling apart, physically as well as politically. The Palace of Westminster was a Victorian pile that had not been built to accommodate computers, miles of wiring and central heating, which is why fire safety teams had started to patrol 24/7. Old buildings can be renewed: look at the marvel of St Pancras Station – but that was resuscitated before 2010, when spending flowed. What was now characteristic was indecision, an unwillingness to spend, to plan or to undertake bold collective investment. At Westminster, rabbits in the headlights, MPs dithered and cowered in fear of the public reaction to big spending on their own workplace.

         What a paradox: if Brexit was about control, wouldn’t the nation want to celebrate the locus of sovereignty, parliament? No, disclosures about MPs’ expenses, so mercilessly exploited by right-wing newspapers, had a lasting effect, stocking already deep pools of dislike and suspicion, giving leavers their pretext for repeatedly trying to ignore, sideline, prorogue and denigrate parliament. Eventually, a decision about the fabric was made, but Westminster is not to be vacated until the mid-2020s, when MPs and peers are supposed to disperse to nearby sites (they failed to take up radical proposals for upending the rule of the south by decamping to York, Manchester or Birmingham).

         The need for physical renewal was visible everywhere. A mid-morning train from Sheffield to Barnsley sets off late, the ancient rolling stock wheezing and shaking, the electronic station indicator on the blink, the franchisee, Northern Rail (owned by the German state railway company), a byword for decrepit and unreliable service. The transport interchange at Barnsley is smart, joining bus and rail, and wheelchair accessible, but it was opened in 2007 thanks to Labour-era largesse, which Osborne, Cameron and unfathomably large numbers of the public called excessive and wasteful. There is no Yorkshire public transport authority to ensure buses and trains connect.

         These could, and should, have been years of renewal, building on what had been done, pulling the UK faster out of recession by refreshing physical infrastructure. But for that to happen, the public had to will the means. Resources needed to be mobilised (through taxation or long-term borrowing), big and bold decisions made, projects tightly managed. Instead, citizens were fractious and carping, distrustful of collective authority, except when it came to Brexit, when they insisted that collective will did exist and must prevail.

         Austerity was a double whammy. Even spending at 2010 levels would mean less per capita when the number of people was growing – and it was, mightily. In 2020 the total population is 67.3 million, compared with 62.8 million in 2010. The 34.5 million licensed vehicles on Great Britain’s roads in 2010 grew to 38.4 million, but road space increased by only 1 per cent. That gap translated into congestion and slower journey times. Meanwhile, it will take councils in England fourteen years and £9 billion to clear the backlog of overdue road repairs. Making life harder for motorists might have been willed and welcome had it been part of a concerted, justly administered response to the climate emergency; instead, we had a kind of anarchy, bits of policy running hither and thither amid rigid spending reductions.

         Astonishing

         ‘We should never stop reminding ourselves just what an astonishing decade we have lived through,’ said the Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS), ever honest and reliable. ‘The UK economy has broken record after record, and not generally in a good way: record low earnings growth, record low interest rates, record low productivity growth, record public borrowing followed by record cuts in public spending.’ There was also record employment and remarkable growth in jobs, at least until 2019, with ‘help wanted’ becoming a familiar sign. But the new jobs paid indifferently at best, and often badly. Meanwhile, the gap between those in work, especially the young, and the retired grew into a chasm. For many, home ownership used to be an unmissable step on life’s ladder; it went into decline and precarious private renting increased. Those born in the 1980s and 1990s were spending longer and longer as tenants.

         The 2010s began with bust as the financial crash and recession pushed public debt high. It’s still hard to get a true measure of the consequences of the banking collapse and its display of greed and market failure, along with political and civil service incompetence and misunderstanding. As the tide went out, what emerged naked was a bloated financial sector beached far apart ethically and functionally from the ‘real economy’. How much of our destiny was now dependent on this whale, financial services having come to supply such a hefty proportion of the Treasury’s revenues?

         Who Won?

         One story tells of transition after the crash, which looms over the decade. Post-war, up to Margaret Thatcher, the UK was mildly social democratic; after her, Tony Blair attempted a rescue focused on the NHS, schools, welfare and Sure Start. In a brilliant book, The Rise and Fall of the British Nation, historian David Edgerton argued that Labour briefly stole the Tories’ clothes by positioning themselves as the party of UK unity, which devolution was meant to strengthen. But what happened during and after the financial crisis showed how strong the individualist, anti-social democratic reflex was; how easy it proved to strip away the edifice of policy interventions built by Blair and Gordon Brown. 

         Through one lens, the 2010s saw Labour marginalised. Perhaps the die was cast before 2010, when too many Labour ministers bought into the untruth of fixed limits on state borrowing during economic crisis, including the hapless Liam Byrne, author of the infamous bare-cupboard note to his successor as Treasury chief secretary. Brown and Alistair Darling failed miserably at explaining the causes of the crash or turning circumstances to the Left’s advantage. Had Labour been elected in 2010, it too would have implemented austerity. But measures would have been less harsh, the poor and helpless would not have carried the main burden, nor would towns and cities in the north of England, Wales and Scotland have taken the heaviest hits. Had Labour won there would have been no referendum on Europe. Part of the story after 2010 was Labour’s ineffectiveness as the principal opposition party at Westminster, and in Scotland, the SNP becoming what the Tories had forever been in England: the natural party of government. Labour lost in 2015 and made only marginal gains in 2017, followed by Jeremy Corbyn’s failure to seize the initiative during the national crisis over Brexit.

         Writers scratched national itches but were curiously out of the loop. In All Together Now? Mike Carter tramped the land, angry at what England now was but also upset with himself for letting ‘it’ happen. Blame the anti-collective turn, the politicians who pushed it (and the people who voted them in) – or should that be the amorphous forces of globalisation and finance capitalism? Forty years of Thatcherism, strong or lite, had weakened the capacity to act collectively. Protests, marches and campaigns were mounted but were thematic and brief. 

         Yet through another lens Labour won posthumously. Market idealism had been rent by the crash, and intellectually Thatcherism was spent and anachronistic; the Right had run out of ideas. Consciousness of the climate emergency was now growing and, sooner or later, we’d have to return to the active state as the only answer to national failures in productivity, transport, the environment, fairness, social mobility and ageing. Come 2019, and Labour’s 2010 Equality Act was still a fixed reference point, causing the government deep embarrassment over social mobility and poverty. More shame could have been piled on the government had everything smacking of ‘Blairism’ not been so resoundingly denigrated by the Corbynites, refusing to give New Labour credit. Outside the Corbyn cult, welfare, education and health in 2010 were taken as the benchmark against which decline had to be measured. Our book The Verdict was written as a tally of what was and wasn’t achieved by Blair and Brown, as this book aims to do for subsequent years.

         Floreat Etona

         The 2010 Tory manifesto had deplored child poverty and, addressing social justice, had not dared to diverge from the era’s dominant, mildly egalitarian ideas. But in office the Tories saw their chance, camouflaged by the Liberal Democrats and succoured by holy fools from the Left – Labour MPs Graham Allen and Frank Field – and political chancers such as Alan Milburn and John Hutton doing projects and studies at their behest. Reality soon dawned: bipartisanship was one-way, austerity the priority, and the Tories retained their core identity. Within weeks prime minister and chancellor washed off the soft soap and plunged back into the Thatcherism they had marvelled at as adolescents. They pushed the free-market line in social policy, schools, the NHS, probation, prisons and transport. Cameron’s casual pretence that he had no strong beliefs was a fairy tale sold by sycophants and gullible reporters. He personally pushed privatisation and public service outsourcing, exhibit A being the ugly report he commissioned from a party donor called Adrian Beecroft, who advocated firing staff at will, Victorian levels of employment protection and an end to trade unions. The report asserted that deregulating the labour market would increase GDP by 5 per cent, a figure which, said the LSE economist John van Reenen, had been plucked from the ether as if by witchcraft. So much for evidence.

         In his book For the Record – lots of mea and little culpa – Cameron just about admits that he consistently put the Tory party before everything; what was good for his party was, of course, best for Britain. Toryism remained the governing default, more a tic than a philosophy. However much of a minority their electors were, the Tories exuded the bogus confidence that they owned, represented, were the backbone of England, if not Britain – a sociological absurdity that could never have been sustained if the media had been differently configured and the biases of the press matched voting preferences rather than owners’ prejudices. It’s important to see the continuities between Cameron and Boris Johnson, their easy assumption about this natural order and its fixed electoral props across England, north as well as south, where sufficient numbers would always back them, come what may (except May), in Witham, Tarporley, Aylesbury, Maidstone, Howden, Horncastle and scores of other places outside the cities. Their support was guaranteed, despite the rush rightwards – indeed, middle England willed it, asking why it took so long for the Tories to become the sadistic, authoritarian, nationalist party they were by 2019.

         Cameron, May and Johnson represented an identifiable class – possessors, aspirants to possession and the deferential – at a time when, paradoxically, resentful class consciousness was advancing, though a big effort was made to cloak it non-threateningly as ‘social mobility’. Etonians ruled just as we became more acutely aware of the UK’s (or should that be England’s?) rigid social selection. The stage was stormed: too few working-class actors were playing alongside Benedict Cumberbatch (Harrow) or Eddie Redmayne (Eton). Access to universities, the arts, consultancy, journalism or the law was found to be barred to those lacking the correct background and education.

         Sociologically speaking, none of this was new but, attitudinally, the plates seemed to be shifting, with more grudging complaints against posh supremacy. That did not stop Cameron practising government by school chum. His resignation honours list was ‘so full of cronies it would embarrass a medieval court’, said Tim Farron. Jeremy Hunt, head boy of Charterhouse, slugged it out with Bullingdon Johnson to lead the party. It wasn’t just the Tories. Jeremy Corbyn attended the kind of prep school where, as a former pupil put it, a boy could be flogged for ‘having your cap at a rakish angle’; Momentum media strategist James Schneider was privately educated, as were Labour apparatchiks Seumas Milne and Jon Lansman. Author Robert Verkaik said these schools produced inflated egos with ‘an innate sense of entitlement and … an almost pathological willingness to risk everything’, which explained much in recent politics.

         Toryism Triumphant

         The 2010s demonstrated the extraordinary staying power of the Tory party: battered, fractured, its leaders vainglorious and downright incompetent in varying measure, its ideological commitments rejected in poll after poll, yet its core support was sufficient to keep a grip on power, abetted as always by the media barons, money men and the individualist inertia that kept so many on the right side of the road, time and again. The money men performed indifferently. For all their rhetoric, Tory ministers presided over an economy that did not grow much; entrepreneurs did not miraculously step up and innovate, whatever the would-be titans of free enterprise such as James Dyson kept promising.

         Tory rebels showed the party at once fissuring and solid. Yes, Johnson expelled Brexit refuseniks. But consider Dan Poulter, a doctor who, after meeting Cameron in 2006, was persuaded to enter politics and became a minister in 2010. He later resigned, having woken up to ‘chronic underfunding of mental health and social care services, a shortage of social and appropriate sheltered housing, together with a benefits system that does not always adequately recognise the needs of people with severe and enduring mental illness’. He concluded that tax cuts were wrong, that truly governing for one nation also meant recognising the role of the state in changing the lives of the most disadvantaged for the better. None of that stopped him remaining a Tory MP, standing again in 2019, demurring not at all as he trooped through the lobbies behind Johnson. The prime minister’s brother, Jo Johnson, vowed in the 2015 election to outspend Labour on the NHS and ‘reach out to parts of society that had shunned us’. He became a minister, before resigning over Brexit, then, whistling ‘The Vicar of Bray’, becoming a minister again, before resigning again and then standing down as an MP, apparently now woke to his brother’s true character. Myopia, inconstancy and prevalent cynicism were part of the rich mix.

         Some of the Tories expelled in the great Brexit purge were from the one-nation faction, but ironically, others, such as the former chancellor Philip Hammond, were dry-as-dust anti-tax and anti-government-intervention disciples. This ideology had been an expanding element of the Tory presence. During these years, the Thatcher revolution was ratcheted up in a sort of second phase, 1917 compared to 1905, the Jacobins succeeding the Girondins. Dogmatic small-state Toryism was boosted by Brexit, capturing the castle when Johnson succeeded. His was ‘the most right-wing government we have had in my lifetime, probably including Thatcher’, said Nicola Sturgeon, and she was right, though her implication that Scotland could hare off down a social democratic path tomorrow was contradicted by harsh fiscal facts. It’s true that before Theresa May submerged, for a brief interlude her speeches tacked towards intervention and a more pragmatic line on the state. Her speechwriters invoked the activist Tory mayor of Birmingham Joseph Chamberlain and the plight of the ‘just about managing’. But Hammond remained chancellor, and in his budgets more was taken from benefits and austerity was deepened.

         Alongside nostalgia and nationalism went dogma and disarray. This generation of right-wing politicians had rigid beliefs but was also incompetent. Amyas Morse, head of the National Audit Office (NAO), said ministers saw themselves as chief executives but lacked the qualifications that ought to go with the job. Pundits asked how it could be that with so little in the way of workable ideas, talent, administrative nous or electoral support, the Tories were able to change society so much. ‘In the gentleman-dilettante tradition, many Conservative politicians leave boring detail to civil servants,’ wrote Simon Kuper of the Financial Times. ‘When you know that your class will always prosper, you can afford airy gambles. Hence Cameron’s bet that a referendum would put the European issue to bed, reunite the Tory party and see off the threat from Farage.’

         Perhaps if you despise active, socially minded government, you are fated to run it badly. Perhaps at some deeper level, ideological commitment was veering even further away from what the system could ever deliver. Later, we will look at Universal Credit; what Tory ministers wanted from this gigantic measure was undeliverable on the timescale, budget and policy assumptions they were making. All roads led back to austerity and their determination to diminish the state’s size and significance, yet in their departments they tried to rule as firmly as if they had the managerial capacity of earlier times. Public sector employment fell to 16.5 per cent of total jobs, its lowest level since 1945. The last-minute rush to fill the civil service cavities exposed by Brexit did nothing to counteract the effects of diminishing the payroll.

         Spending cuts weren’t the only line of attack. Downsizing was accompanied by wilful fragmentation. Public service managers were told to snarl and fight with one another, to transfer their work to private companies. Take the fire that broke out at Grenfell Tower in North Kensington in 2017, killing seventy-two. First responders showed the ethos of public service: they were courageous and dedicated, whatever the questions later asked about the protocols of evacuating a high rise. The follow-up, especially on the psychological consequences for residents, showed NHS staff at their best. But Grenfell also exhibited the disjointed, uncommunicative nature of public services and the downdraught from outsourcing. Fire officers connected only haphazardly with council housing departments; no one looked at the emergency services in the round. The Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) passed the welfare buck to underfunded councils. They in turn were suspicious of the NHS.

         Insouciant ministers could be both ignorant of and indifferent to the rules; with Brexit this tendency worsened. Johnson’s and Michael Gove’s backgrounds in journalism explained a lot: their vocation was sensationalism, saying, not doing, posturing in print, not providing. They played fast and loose with public money. Johnson’s tenure as London mayor, which ended in 2016, had seen him adopt the wheeze of a new pedestrian bridge across the Thames. It would be privately funded, he promised. The project fell apart, costing the public purse an estimated £53 million in futile fees. The Architects’ Journal spoke to a commercial property developer who had donated £50,000. ‘The money was pissed down the drain by a bunch of incompetents and I feel conned,’ he said.

         The bridge was an example of an old trick: keeping the public domain ticking over, but at threadbare cost. Another age-old Tory trick was appearing to be the party of English/British nationalism while promoting full-blooded market capitalism, which will always tend to weaken the nation state, diluting its capacity to tax, regulate or confine companies; international giants could make engines just as well in Bratislava as Bridgend, and it wasn’t for them to worry about the social consequences. But nationalism was about order, hierarchy, restriction (on migration, for example) and control. The Tories had long managed to ride both tigers, even when, as under Thatcher, they jerked apart, as they did in defence procurement and energy policy. English nationalism never had cruder or clearer expression than when Tory party members said they wanted a no-deal Brexit, even at the expense of the economy and harm to their own finances. Business had always preferred the Tories, largely out of the callow self-interest of executives who did not want to pay more tax. But now the nationalist Tories – voiced by Johnson – were saying out loud, ‘Bugger business.’ 

         We sort through the tissue of contradictions in the next chapter: how the leaders of Brexit did not actually believe in the barriers their voters wanted to build high; how their companies shifted outside the UK to compensate for the anticipated losses from Brexit; how their bulletins to investors urged them to short UK stocks before the post-Brexit downturn. The Brexit voters wanted a return to the 1950s, when businesses were home-owned, when men were men and women knew their place, before black people arrived in any number. What they usually failed to add was that the 1950s were when Tory governments led large-scale public interventions: a colossal public housebuilding programme and expansion of the NHS and social security.

         Decrepit Thatcherism

         Just how much of the Tories’ intellectual capital still came from Thatcher was seen in the utilities. Take water. Regulation of the private companies that supply it in England was 1980s vintage and the system leaked like a colander; investment, profit and the public interest all needed rethinking. Research by Greenwich University found aggregate cash flow from payments by householders for water and sewerage after operating costs exceeded by £36 billion what the companies spent on maintaining reservoirs and pipes. And they weren’t maintaining them very well, as the leakage showed. Since 1990 water industry revenue had grown by 34 per cent in real terms. Professor Dieter Helm, no friend of public ownership, called it a major regulatory failure. 

         Energy prices and pointless competition provoked public indignation; rail franchising failed. Labour plans for renationalising became popular even among Tory voters. However keen ministers were on outsourcing, the companies let them down by either failing to perform per spec or pulling out because they could not turn a profit. They could make the former chief executive of outsourcer Mitie, Ruby McGregor-Smith, a Tory peer and non-executive Whitehall director, but that wouldn’t stop Carillion crashing with an almighty thump, leaving contracts high and dry, and Serco and Capita coming close to the edge. Austerity, it turned out, was not good corporate news.

         Thatcher hated state ownership but exulted in her ‘brutally activist state’ (David Edgerton’s phrase), whether to repress trade unions or project force thousands of miles away in the Falkland Islands. That dualism lived on, with Cameron’s state reaching into the bedrooms of social security claimants, and May’s chartered vans, emblazoned with messages, telling migrants to go home. But Cameron was lackadaisical about law and order, breaking with Tory tradition, forcing Johnson to scramble for excuses when he tried to pick up the old refrain about Tories being tough on crime. Ever the electoral calculators, they spent whenever the public outcry hurt their ears. They turned to the subsidy state when the Scots appeared likely to vote for independence, bunging extra money their way, just as May and Johnson bought support from the DUP. Their talk of industrial policy and Osborne’s new-found interest in the north of England sounded heterodox but was merely confused. Spending on scientific research and development, which was broadly sustained in the midst of austerity, was directed towards the priorities of ‘UK plc’. This made little sense, David Edgerton commented. How could they believe in UK plc when for thirty-five years Tory ministers had sold national assets and allowed companies to be taken over and dismantled? Equities listed on the stock exchange were largely foreign-owned. Suddenly promoting UK companies and production made no sense when the Brexit-induced collapse in sterling stoked a fire sale of UK assets.

         When the Sun Shone

         A lot of people did go on having disposable income, especially the baby boomers. When the sun shone, they filled the pavement cafés and consumed. The press of holidaymakers at Stansted Airport on an August morning, relaxed campers round a fire on a balmy September evening in Dorset, boaters on the Norfolk Broads on a half-term break, a traditional panto at the King’s Theatre, Glasgow – pleasure was still affordable for many. Add your own vignettes from holidays or family life, birthdays, exam successes, a new baby, a Mohamed Salah or Harry Kane goal and memorable moments such as the 2012 Olympics, and even a grim span of political history left many relatively content. New things happened in the nooks and crannies of social life, such as the sudden passion for gin. The number of trademarks registered for spirits and liqueurs in the UK grew by 41 per cent in 2017, when thirty-nine artisanal gin distilleries opened. And more people danced. Or, at least, they wanted to see it, and not just on television – dance show ticket sales were up half a million a year by 2017.

         It’s hard to be definitive about mood. Apart from Brexit, people did not devote hours to reflection on the state of the nation; attention was intermittent. People went about their daily lives, worrying about household finances, driving to work, thinking about sex, looking after children and relatives, watching television, going to the gym, drinking, seeking fun and earning their living. Opinion polls can exaggerate the sharpness of views. The proportion of life devoted to public affairs is exceedingly small, perhaps only four minutes a week. If we ask about well-being, the answer has to be partly impressionistic, and in the age of volatile, pack-hunting social media, impressions are fallible. We will devote a chapter to asking how far crime, disorder and international tensions have fomented a sense of unease or insecurity. Crime fell, at least in aggregate, to 2016, but anxiety about crime and some categories of offences then soared. Riots and episodes of disorder were infrequent, which is puzzling if we are right about growing insecurity and the incidence of austerity.

         When they were asked, many responded positively to questions about their happiness, registering both satisfaction with their lives and dissatisfaction with the state of things. The number of those who thought things were OK in their own lives remained buoyant even when optimism about the economy took a nosedive. People’s views were not always informed. In his book The Perils of Perception, Bobby Duffy of Ipsos MORI showed how often they got things wrong, wildly exaggerating migrant numbers, for example. Only 19 per cent believed the homicide rate was lower than previously; 55 per cent thought there was or could be a link between vaccines and autism. What people thought important varied and did not always reflect what the political class was focusing on. In 2017 two of the biggest stories, by volume of online attention, were fox hunting and the ivory trade. Neither were big political issues, though Tory ministers promised action on the latter before dropping the subject. When May, courting the shires, suggested eviscerating the ban on fox hunting in her manifesto, the instant furore forced retreat. Chastened, as one of her last acts (and a filler for the great hole in parliamentary business) May moved to ban the use of wild animals in circuses.

         The Centre for Social Investigation reported a lower proportion of positive responses to the question ‘Do you feel close to your country?’ than in comparable countries. Increasing numbers thought empathy was on the wane. A shelf full of books was published on the unhappy present and dark future of democracy, amid worries about public ignorance and, inversely, the perils of ‘epistocracy’, a coinage meaning rule by people who know or think they know better. But trust had long been on the slide. Governments were among the least trusted institutions in France and Germany, as well as the UK. In other countries, too, confidence was split along class lines: those with higher levels of education and income tended to trust other people and the state more.

         People were prepared to change attitudes or behaviour on certain issues. Councils encountered little resistance to tougher rules on sorting recyclables. Supermarkets began to cut plastic packaging. The relationship with drink was changing, with pubs closing at an accelerating rate, their number dropping from 52,500 in 2001 to 38,000 by 2020. Cameron built on Labour precedents to enact a right for community groups to bid for village shops that would otherwise close, libraries, pubs and recreation grounds. In fact, most pub closures were on the edges of towns and cities, where community spirit was least visible. ‘Public spirit’ was evanescent. The Tories ended their brief flirtation with voluntary action with a harsh crackdown on charities, turning the Charities Commission from a beneficent supervisor into a hammer of organisations daring to speak up or lobby over austerity. Then, in another turnaround, charity was hailed for setting up food banks.

         On Your Bike

         If some aspects of behaviour changed, on others we hunkered down, refusing to shift. Out of our cars, for example. In 2010 total UK bike sales amounted to £1.49 billion; they fell to £1.28 billion by 2016. But bike sharing expanded in some places; in Manchester, too many ended up in the canal. The number of people working in the bicycle trade in the UK dropped from 15,000 to a low of just over 12,400 over the same period.

         
            Among them was Andy Brooke, whom we first met in 2014, just after he opened his shop on busy London Road, near Derby railway station. It seemed the perfect spot, near where the council was about to build a new velodrome. It felt like a good time for cycling commerce. The Tour de France came through Britain in 2014, starting in Leeds. Bradley Wiggins, Chris Froome and Geraint Thomas had become new national sporting heroes. Although only 5 per cent were cycling at least once a week, that was over 2 million adults, and they were cycling more miles than in 2010.

            The Bespoke Bike Shop was high-end, specialising in machines for serious and well-off contenders, particularly triathletes. ‘We’re a destination shop. People come from far and wide,’ Andy told us proudly. He and four part-timers built and fitted bikes to precise specifications.

            In the shadow of the crash, and despite official cajoling to lend to small businesses, banks were hoarding money, refusing loans. Andy struggled to get finance. He moved the shop several times, but the last time ‘it coincided with Brexit. That seemed to have an instant effect, with an overnight drop-off in sales. Before the referendum we’d been selling two bikes a week, but now it was down to two a month.

            ‘A lot of people in Derby work for the big companies – Bombardier, Rolls-Royce and Toyota – but Brexit left them not knowing if they’d still have jobs, or if factories would close. Overnight people became very, very careful with their money.’ His company filed for insolvency, his investor lost £20,000 and the banks lost more. He managed to avoid personal bankruptcy, though he is still being chased by banks. Derby council’s velodrome suffered a similar fate: it was built but made a heavy loss. ‘This has been a hard time for me,’ said Andy. ‘I got married, and I was busy organising the wedding at the same time as I was dealing with the shop’s bankruptcy.’

            Andy went on doing the specialised bike fitting, but now for another company. He was seeking to sell a niche bike part manufactured to his design in China. Looking back, he was rueful. ‘I was so uplifted by the 2012 Olympics. That showed us off as a great multicultural hub, welcoming everyone. Then came the referendum, so many political lies. It was frustrating they weren’t questioned. Now the country’s creeping in the wrong direction. We’re going to leave. We nearly bought a home and took jobs in France, but now I’ve been offered something in sports science in the US – and that’s where we’ll go. We want children, but we don’t want to bring them up here any more, not in this atmosphere.’

         

         That’s one vignette on the UK economy. Andy’s business was post-post-industrial, making things at a small, specialised scale in a sort of symbiotic relationship with the big producers, increasingly Chinese. Brexit disrupted everything, shaking out people, attitudes, expectations – and, of course, decoupling from the EU had only just begun. During these years, the basic health of the UK economy was not sound, despite the slow recovery from recession. It relied on household consumption, fuelled by borrowing on credit cards. If you were too poor to have a credit card, you could borrow from the payday loan company Wonga – until it went bust. The plight of the north-east was symbolised when Newcastle United’s players ran out displaying Wonga’s name on their chests. But buying brought pleasure. Poor families bought their sofas from BrightHouse – another company making money from immiseration – at 69.9 per cent interest.

         People and skills were out of balance. In the most obvious of market failures, companies large and small would not train staff either because they did not rate skills (another congenital disease) or because it was cheaper to buy them in from abroad. If migrant labour were stopped from arriving – the Brexit promise – the economy would shrink and there is no guarantee employers would bother to seek, let alone train, ‘natives’. Some evidence suggested jobs were created by migration itself. The skills deficit grew, but Tory ministers denied the remedy – government taking over and paying for the training – as they cleaved to the doctrine of markets. Their apprenticeship scheme, paid for by a levy on larger employers, was doomed to fail, and quickly did.

         ‘This is a very unhappy country,’ said the Liberal Democrat leader Vince Cable, adding that ‘having a greater sense of fairness around wealth would [help create] the kind of country people want to live in’. Polls certainly picked up unhappiness about equity and just rewards, but respondents did not necessarily want to adopt the remedies, such as taxing wealth and property more fairly. But was Cable right? Across the decade fell Brexit, which engrossed, enraged and made many unhappy, on both sides. As we revisited the same people we had talked to for our books The Verdict and Cameron’s Coup, the question about tribal identity became inescapable. Andy Birks in Rotherham was a Brexiter, Andy Brooke of Derby a strong remainer. Our steel stockholder was a Brexiter, like the fisherman we spoke to on Hastings beach, but our prison governor was a remainer, like the doctors and teachers we met, though nurses and teaching assistants less so. Class and education did not stop being the great national dividers; Brexit even concentrated their influence. Large generalisations about place and people were erected after Brexit, myths and exaggerations among them.

         Up North

         The wind was gusting through Wakefield’s old market square when we talked to passers-by, the market stalls mostly gone – another sign of disruptive, disturbing, regretted change. A majority in this constituency voted leave, but as elsewhere that still left many (including many Labour voters) strongly in favour of remaining. What large numbers of people said to us that day was that they had switched off, were fed up, wanted rid of this thing; politicians were a gang of clowns and unlovable rogues. These were proud Yorkshire people, yet what exactly did that mean when they were so passive about the fate of their own county?

         Proposals to create a new Yorkshire in a structure embracing the old county’s west, the Leeds region and the Sheffield conurbation had been airily dismissed by the communities secretary, but his rejection aroused no Tykes. (The perpetrator was James Brokenshire, whose seat was in the deep south of England, in Old Bexley and Sidcup.) The indifference of Wakefield’s shoppers to what was happening – and not happening – on their own doorsteps pointed to an underlying, debilitating phenomenon: a deep-seated failure to engage. Except over Brexit, when engagement solidified into stilted, formulaic mantras on both sides.

         
            Andrew’s Yorkshire Butcher in Effingham Street in Rotherham survived the high street’s decline, and owner Andy Birks is still minding a gleaming, white-tiled shop. When we last met in 2010, he felt custom was draining away; the giant Meadowhall shopping mall is only a couple of miles away. Since then more shops had gone. Andrew’s itself moved out of the Riverside precinct to an improved location (thanks in part to a council grant).

            But there the pies remain in perfect rows, their glazed crusts filled with home-cooked pork, venison, game and cranberry, alongside his prize-winning sausages. It’s not the showy produce that kept the business going. ‘Supermarkets don’t sell the cheap cuts that a lot of people want from a local butcher.’

            Rotherham’s recent past didn’t sound good. His income had dropped. ‘We manage, nice house in the countryside, but everyone’s finding their money doesn’t go so far, so they can’t buy so much good food from us as they did.’ In the town centre there were more beggars and homeless people, fewer police. Environmental health inspectors didn’t come round any more. ‘Don’t think there are any left. Haven’t had an inspection in ages.’ A litany of discontent unfolded. ‘All the fat young people. Girls especially, they seem to think it’s the norm to be really big. They don’t eat well. Well, you look at the rows of fast-food places all round here, who’s surprised?’ Presumably they would be slimmer eating more pork pies. 

            Since we last met Andy, he had moved online. ‘I used to spend £1,000 on newspaper or radio ads, but no more. I do it all on Facebook and Twitter because it’s free.’ RIP the local press.

            Another recent development touched him closely: fracking was set to begin not far from his home. ‘They closed the mines that gave people good work. Now they’re drilling in this beautiful place, and they’ll ruin the water table.’ So he didn’t like the free market? Yes, he did – less government at every level is his instinct – but with fracking he wants maximum intervention in the market. (Johnson got that message and suspended fracking for the duration of the election.) For Andy, Brussels and the EU were just the furthest point in a long continuum of official interference and tax-taking. ‘Not government, not the council, not the prime minister, they do nothing for me, never helped me or my business. It’s all a battle.’ He complained about paperwork, officialdom and the minimum wage: ‘I take on some blithering young idiot and I have to pay him £7.50 an hour, not that different to an experienced butcher, who isn’t best pleased, so I have to push his pay up, too.’

         

         This tone had been clearly audible in 2010. We revisited others from The Verdict to see how they were faring, to give a human face and voice to the facts, statistics and political decisions. People do get on with their lives, and many, all too many, never discuss government or politics, or wish to be involved. Yet, like it or not, they are involved, unavoidably touched by the events and policies we record here. We listened to remainers as well as to people of no fixed view, but Andy Birks’s outlook was distinctive. This was more than a Poujadist, small-business gripe; this was the authentic voice of middle England, querulous, nostalgic, individualist, contradictory … and dominant. We had heard it, too, in 2010 from the family we met in Sydenham, in south-east London. The Hatts, chosen as examples of median earners – mother and father in jobs, children employed, recent homeowners – were committed working-class Tory voters, but Labour had been good to them, we wrote, and they could have adorned a Labour election poster. Instead, these Daily Mail readers offered itchy discontentment about migrants, public services, crime, the NHS – a bleak outlook. ‘This country’s been dragged down. It’s not a country I can be proud of any more … Our country should be for our people. It’s not our country any more.’ We heard it; policy-makers and politicians must have heard it, too. But they did not act. Six years later, it boomed out and won a great victory.
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