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Introduction

Like many modern love stories, it began on the internet. The date was 17 March 2017. Radio presenter Geoff Lloyd – now my ‘late in life’ friend as his wife Sara calls him – wrote to someone who used to work for me. ‘I’ve had an idea kicking around in my head for a few months, and for my own sanity I thought I’d ask the question, however ludicrous.’ The email went on: ‘Would Ed be interested in working on a podcast with me? I want to explore the new, big ideas from around the world. I’d love to play the everyman and have Ed explain accessibly what’s coming out of the think tanks, academia and policy units … I suspect this is preposterous, but if not, I’d love to talk.’

The truth is that I was immediately interested. I was a recovering ex-leader. Nobody can quite understand the impact of losing an election unless you’ve experienced it yourself, although I wouldn’t recommend it. One minute you’re discussing the phone call you would need to have with Barack Obama the day after your election, the next you’re grateful for a call about your PPI.

As Geoff brilliantly saw, lots of people felt incredibly down. By March 2017 we had had Trump as well as Brexit, and the Labour Party was facing one or two issues of its own. We were all drawing inward. As he put it in the email, there was a ‘huge potential audience of frustrated, progressive realists’ and much of the debate on TV and radio was in a short bite-sized format, favouring a ‘for and against’ slugfest. What about a podcast format that just pitched ideas to make the world a better place? He also came up with a great name – Reasons to be Cheerful.

I was sceptical about whether it would work. When you have been in the front line of politics and then you retreat – enforced retreat in my case – you lose confidence, you start to get comfortable with your irrelevance. From being someone who delivered hour-long speeches without a note (sometimes successfully and sometimes not) I was now cautious and worried about venturing out into the public square. Let’s be frank, this was a pretty ugly place. Broken bottles, old mattresses and pools of vitriol. In the period after I lost the election I did occasionally venture out into the ugliest corner of that square – Twitter – and people were encouraged, surprised, not to say flabbergasted, that I appeared to have a personality. By the way, if you’re one of the people who tweeted, ‘Where was this personality in 2015?’ I know who you are and where you live.

This is all a long way round of saying the podcast idea came at the right moment. I was frustrated, I wanted a way to get big ideas across, to learn at the same time; and maybe it was a chance not to be too po-faced about it. So I said yes, and in the nearly four years Reasons to be Cheerful has been going we’ve spoken to academics, activists, campaigners, business people as well as mayors and prime ministers. It’s not the big-name guests who have most often moved our listeners, but people new to us all who have had amazing insights and ideas for changing our world.

We have heard hundreds of ideas, from how to tackle inequality and renew our democracy, to ways of addressing the climate crisis, reining in the power of Big Tech and improving life in the workplace. Some ideas have been at the stage of conception, others are already being put into practice around the world. It turns out that if you lift your eyes you can discover solutions to so many of the problems we face. We have gone looking on behalf of our listeners and discovered that the answers are almost always out there somewhere. What I have learned is that the greatest challenge is not devising solutions but finding the imagination and political will to make them happen.

This book is inspired by the podcast but goes beyond it. Both draw on my profound belief that we need big changes to fix the problems we see in our society. But the aim of the book is to do something more than just gather twenty of the best or most radical ideas for change. It aims to ground these ideas in a broader analysis of the condition of our country, and what about it most needs to change. It seeks to paint a wider picture of the kind of society we need. In writing at length about these ideas, the book also offers a more thorough examination of their origins, why they have become a reality in some places and the challenges we face in making them happen.

Why do we need to ‘go big’? We need only look at our recent history. In the last decade or so we have seen the biggest financial crash for eighty years, the biggest political crisis since the Second World War – Brexit and its aftermath – and the worst public health crisis for a hundred years, resulting in the worst economic crisis for three hundred years. All three sets of events demonstrate the need for wide-ranging change.

The financial crisis marked a repudiation of a model of economics that bets everything on ever-greater faith in markets – not just in finance – as a one-way route to success. That model turned out to be a recipe not just for roaring inequality but also a massive economic crash, a crash which ordinary people – who had no responsibility for it – paid for with their jobs and the austerity that followed. While some reforms have been made to the banking system, we cannot honestly claim to have acted on the lessons of the crisis. Inequality continues to go unrestrained, assumptions about markets and their power still hold sway, and the squeeze on wages and living standards of most people has yet to be addressed. Acting on the deep implications of the financial crisis remains, more than a decade on, unfinished business.

Then there is Brexit. Wherever you stand on the issue itself, I think that vote – and the discontent it signified – tells us something profoundly important. The discontent was partly grounded in people’s view about our relationship with the EU, but I am convinced it goes deeper. I learned this from many conversations in my constituency in Doncaster, which voted Leave by one of the largest margins in the country. So many people who voted for Brexit said similar things to me. ‘I’m voting for a better future for my children.’ ‘Things need to change.’ ‘Things can’t get any worse.’ This discontent cannot be divorced from the aftermath of the financial crash – austerity and stagnant wages – but nor can it be separated from longer-term trends: the ongoing economic and social shock of deindustrialisation, the deeply exploitative world of work that many people face and fears about prospects for the next generation. Meeting this deep-seated wish for change, for something better, is certainly not going to happen without a significant transformation.

Of course, no sooner had the Brexit argument been settled by the result of the 2019 election than we had the awful visitation of coronavirus. We had read about pandemics in history books, but few believed one would happen in our lifetimes, and nobody has been immune. The death toll has been grim, the restrictions on normal life severe, and the long-term health and economic effects will be profound.

The pandemic has also done something else. It is as if the tide has gone out on our economy and society, exposing what lay hidden beneath the water – the best and the worst. The best is the British people, who have been stoical, communal, caring, compassionate, pulling together. That best has been extraordinary and we should not gloss over it. Think of all those who have put themselves in harm’s way on behalf of us all: the carers, doctors, nurses, delivery drivers, supermarket workers, teachers, postmen and -women, those who work in the emergency services. While many of us have stayed comparatively safe they have been in the eye of the storm. Think too of the teams of scientists who developed vaccines in record time and the Nightingale hospitals built almost overnight. It is remarkable what people and government can do when the urgency and will are there.

We have also shown a degree of solidarity the like of which I don’t think I have seen at any other point in my lifetime. One story of this crisis is the emergence of local mutual aid groups to help the elderly, vulnerable and those in need: a staggering 2,061 groups from Aberdeenshire to St Austell.1 The evidence also suggests that our perceptions of society and one another have changed markedly in response to the pandemic. Before it, the predominant view was that ours is a country where people simply look after themselves, whereas now many more believe it’s one where we look after each other.2

The best has made us proud, the worst – the inequalities and injustices in our society and economy, which we have allowed to exist under our noses – should make us ashamed. Those very same key workers, the people who really matter the most, who keep us safe, are so often paid the least and protected the worst. It may have become apparent who really matters when it comes to keeping our society going, but this is not recognised in the way they are treated.

Our society is so riven by inequalities in income and wealth that these differences have also shaped profoundly how we have been affected by the pandemic, from the quality of life under lockdown to matters of life and death. The country has been divided between those who can continue to earn a living from home and those who have no choice but to go out to work, sometimes with no assurance of safety. Meanwhile, our benefits system doesn’t provide those in need with enough to subsist, even those who have been sick with Covid. Our public realm – underfunded, outsourced and devalued over at least a decade – was ill prepared for the pandemic.

In response to what we have experienced, we need to come to a realisation and make a choice. The realisation is that there is a yawning disconnection between the best in us – who we really are and the values we hold – and the society and the economy we have. It is time to reconnect our society with our values. The choice must be that when the tide comes back in, we cannot forget, we cannot ignore what was previously and may once again be hidden.

Each of these three crises is a manifestation of the underlying political, social and economic crisis that has been brewing across the developed world over the last forty years. Despite the promises, our political and economic system has failed to produce fairness and wealth for all, and instead has created deep inequalities, divisions and pain for many. Look ahead at what the future holds and the case for big change is further reinforced. The climate emergency threatens to render our planet uninhabitable for hundreds of millions of people, and we have been fiddling while the world burns. Meanwhile, the tech revolution, in particular automation, which has enormous liberating and democratic potential, will upend many of the assumptions about the jobs we do and threatens to reinforce inequality, not diminish it.

The Italian philosopher Antonio Gramsci wrote, ‘The crisis consists precisely in the fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be born; in this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms appear.’3 The reason this has been quoted a lot in the last decade is that it’s true. We are in a strange kind of ideological interregnum. We are a long way away from ‘the end of history’ – the triumph of a particular ideology – which some people believed occurred at the end of the 1980s, but still trying to work out what comes next.

Logically, the financial crisis should have marked the end of an era, but we have struggled to come to terms with what a new settlement should look like. Deep injustices remain unaddressed, and it is high time we did something about them. If we do not, other, pernicious forces will fill the gap. Unless progressive change is not just promised but delivered, the appeal of the strongman, of false, simplistic solutions, will grow ever stronger and more dangerous. Donald Trump was indeed a morbid symptom. One apparent answer to these challenges is to defend the status quo more vigorously, another is to make modest changes to calm things down. But these responses misunderstand the soil in which these toxic political weeds grow. It is the conviction that our economy and society are failing people which helps these forces gain support. My case is that small changes cannot address the discontent and therefore will not deal with the roots of these dangerous movements.

The outcomes we have seen cannot be divorced from the dominant political ideology of the era. This can be summarised as follows. What is good for the richest is good for everyone else. Our economic system should prioritise them, then hope their wealth trickles down to everyone else. The best way for an economy to succeed is for governments to give the freest possible rein to the decisions and actions of individuals in the market. This ideology has played an outsized role in recent British history. Meanwhile, part of the challenge that democratic politics faces is that the implicit message of the last few decades has been that some big problems – like the scale of inequality and injustice – are just too big to surmount, leaving the narrative about solutions to the dangerous politics of the Right. Both mainstream Left and mainstream Right bought into a language and approach to the forces of markets and globalisation which accepted that some of their results were unfortunate but inevitable and therefore beyond political reach.

So in saying we need to ‘go big’ I am advocating not just the consideration of ideas that promise significant change but for politics to rediscover its sense of agency. You may like my solutions – I hope so – or you may dislike them, but I am asking that we believe again that politics can rise to the biggest challenges we face. We should never shrink from the injustices of our world and say they are simply too big to conquer.

If this sounds ambitious, it is meant to be. In truth, we have ignored a whole set of social and economic problems, and their accompanying political disaffection, for too long. For years we have had the wealth, the power, the know-how to create a different and fairer world. The real question has always been whether we have the inclination to do so. My sense is that more people than ever are open to persuasion on that score, and my hope is that this book might speak to that. There is cause for hope. In the wake of previous upheavals, society was remade. After the Second World War we saw major social and economic reform worldwide. In the UK this included the creation of the NHS and the modern welfare state. After the First World War and the 1918 pandemic the franchise was extended, for the first time children were required to stay in school until the age of fourteen, and women were given their first protection against employment discrimination.4

I cite these examples partly because they were a response not simply to the immediate catastrophe of the wars but to long-standing injustices and inequalities that hadn’t been confronted. William Beveridge’s famous report in the midst of the Second World War identified the ‘five giants’ of want, disease, ignorance, squalor and idleness.5 These had long been seen as problems, but it was the experience of the war years which supercharged the belief that eradicating them was a priority. It is my view that the injustices and inequalities that have been building since before the events of the last decade require an equivalent remaking – and that is what this book is about.

Covid will obviously make improvement harder to achieve, as we struggle to deal with both public health challenges and the crises faced by businesses, workers and government. But this must be a moment of reckoning in which we look at our society and learn from the collective experience we have been through. That is what previous generations did, and we owe it to all those who have suffered in this crisis to do so again. If not now, when?

Of course, we should be sober about the scale of the task and the time it will take. Our problems are both broad and deep. If the issues we face have been brewing for a generation or more, turning them round will take at least a generation. That informs the character of the ideas in this book. They are not designed with an electoral cycle in mind or for the next Labour manifesto and are definitely not a statement of Labour Party policy. Indeed, while I make no attempt to disguise where I am coming from politically, part of what I am trying to do is ensure that, like the podcast, this book isn’t party political or at least not yah-boo-sucks party political. (One of the gratifying things about the podcast is that often an email from a listener will begin, ‘Hi, Ed and Geoff. I am a Conservative but …’ And that is another interesting thing about this moment: people across the spectrum are looking for answers to our current predicament.) So this is not a party platform; hopefully some of the ideas will appeal to supporters of all parties and none. What I also hope to do is tackle the failure to think long term, beyond the limits of the electoral cycle, that has led to a lot of the problems we face being swept under the carpet to fester.

The nineteenth-century German politician Otto von Bismarck said, ‘Politics is the art of the possible.’ This has become a cliché used to make the case for compromise and pragmatism, and of course it is what a lot of everyday politics is about, including mine. Pragmatism and compromise can change people’s lives for the better; in no sense do I diminish their importance. But I have come to believe that Bismarck was only partially right. In fact, the politics that matters as much, if not more, to people’s lives in the long run is something else – it is that which makes the seemingly impossible possible. Think of some of the great changes that mark our political history, and have changed lives fundamentally: the universal franchise, trade union rights, the National Health Service, LGBT rights, a national minimum wage. All of them at one point seemed impossible, but became possible.

This need to champion big and irreversible change equal to the moment is something of which I have become more convinced in the last six years. This is a different book to the one I would have written in 2015, and it seems to me there are two ways that the impossible can become possible – two ways to go big.

Sometimes making the case for incremental change – the art of the possible – can be part of a vision which leads eventually to a set of more profound changes down the line. Margaret Thatcher realised this when she set about transforming the British economy in the early 1980s. She eventually privatised telecoms, water, electricity and gas. But what did she propose in her 1979 manifesto? None of these things. She later recalled that they seemed ‘all but unthinkable’ at the time.6 So that manifesto merely proposed to sell off the nationalised aerospace and shipbuilding industries. In her first term she presented privatisation as the sale of a small number of publicly owned companies – a pragmatic choice to raise revenue for the government.7 Even after the first set of privatisations of the 1980s, the idea that a national institution like Royal Mail should be in private hands would have been absurd. But those early moves sowed the seeds for what became a comprehensive programme to transform the economy, and when the Coalition government privatised Royal Mail thirty years later, the previously unthinkable occurred.

But there is also a different route forward – making the case for more profound change, even when it can seem out of reach. The case for a National Health Service was made in a minority report on the Poor Law in 1909.8 At the time this seemed outlandish and unattainable. Only in 1948, four decades later, would it come to pass. If those seeking big change had lowered their sights to the art of the possible, that change might never have happened, but after struggle and difficulty, over decades, eventually they won.

There are moments in history when there is a recognition that things just cannot just go on as they did before – the case after World War Two. At these times big change can seem not only necessary but possible. As we seek to rebuild our country after coronavirus, as we contemplate the crises of the last decade, as we confront future threats, this is the moment to make the case for big change.

Making the case for radical change can also shift the terms of what is possible or acceptable in political debate – what is known as the Overton window – and in that way paves the way for much bigger change than seems conceivable at the time.9 After I lost the general election in 2015, I approached David Cameron, George Osborne and others to suggest that the UK legislate for the principle of net zero greenhouse gas emissions – without demanding a specific date. Lots of people I talked to in the green movement were very sceptical I would get anywhere. After some discussion and the enshrining of net zero in the Paris Agreement, the government agreed to the principle, although they were reluctant to move quickly. Four years later, net zero by 2050 is seen as the least ambitious position in this debate. Of course, it is mainly scientific evidence about the pace of global warming that has driven this, but those who might be seen as impossibilists – like the people demanding net zero by 2025 – have also shifted the terms of the debate.

Debates often do not shift as quickly as this. But if we believe that our economy and society need big change, then both ways of getting there – making the case for incremental changes which point the way to a different vision of the country, and making the case for bigger ideas – are valid. You will find both types of ideas in this book. We can find a different and better way of living together. There are positive, optimistic ideas out there which can change the country. I hope you come away feeling uplifted, inspired, hopeful. That’s obviously a big ask. At the very least, I want you to feel there are solutions. I would also like you to think that you can be part of building them.

What follows is divided into four parts, each of which speaks to a central problem I believe we face. The boundaries between the sections are not hard and fast. The solutions to the problems I outline overlap. You may well read a chapter in one part of the book and think it also has broader relevance to other themes in the book, and you would be right.

Part I starts with how the social contract – what we can expect from being members of society and what we owe to each other – has broken down in multiple ways. I set out what a renewed social contract might involve and some ideas about how to get there. Part II is about the role of markets in our country and the need for us to act collectively to protect the things we value, which markets alone cannot guarantee and may well actively undermine. Part III is about power – who has it and who doesn’t – how we make collective choices about our society and how we rebuild a broken politics. It looks at how we can genuinely give people back control, from the way politics is run to the provision of public services to the voice of employees at work. Part IV is about how change happens, who can make it happen and what tools we have at our disposal to bring it about. Making the case for big ideas is one thing, but this final section is about how you can be part of making them a reality.

Contrary to what many people believe, I think it is possible to find a broad majority to support at least some of the ideas in this book. If ever a country needed a project of national renewal it is Britain in the years ahead. When I began in politics in the mid-1990s the parameters of how things might change were pretty clear. Today, everything is much more up for grabs. The next ten or twenty years could be bleak. Indeed the world is already pretty scary. But we can bring about profound and positive change. The future is not yet written. It’s our job to write it. So let’s do it.




Part I



A NEW SOCIAL CONTRACT




Our (unwritten) social contract defines what we can expect from being members of society and the responsibilities we owe one another to make that possible. This is the invisible glue that binds our country together. When people feel that they don’t have a stake in society, then the social contract breaks down, including our sense of obligation to each other. But while the particulars may change over time, there is one thing on which the contract relies above all: the shared sense that it is fair. This is what gives us the assurance that, whatever the challenges we face, we are all in it together.

The social contract familiar to the grandparents and great-grandparents of today was born out of the series of changes that were made in the aftermath of the Second World War. These involved the creation of a platform of decent public services, including the foundation of the NHS, a post-war housing boom, much of it council housing, and stable employment for men, much of it industrial. In theory, whoever you were, whatever your background, you were able to find a stable job that paid enough to feed and house your family, gave you a pension and guaranteed that your children would have better opportunities than you had. For a time there was full employment for men. We must not romanticise this era. The jobs were often hard and dangerous. Class stratification was deeply entrenched. Women had second-class status in the employment market (few worked, and even fewer in top jobs), and few people went into higher education. If you were LGBT or a person of colour there was enormous prejudice. Life was grindingly hard for many people.

As a result, there is a tendency to dismiss as pure nostalgia any hankering for these bygone days. Rationality says that people are miles better off today than they were back then, and most people are. But this profoundly misses the point. There is more to life than earning and owning, and the social contract and the collective institutions that supported it in post-war Britain offered some important things – not for all but for many. There was a degree of security about housing and employment prospects for people’s children; a place in society which – as far as industrial jobs were concerned – conferred status and respect; a set of mutual support mechanisms through institutions from the church to trade unions. People felt they had a stake in society and that society valued them in return.

Modern life could not be more different. Its much greater fluidity is accompanied by a sense of opportunity and possibility for some. But with that, for others, comes a sense of being unmoored, an absence of control, a danger of being left out of prosperity. Sometimes politics is inhospitable to paradoxes, but in real life they exist. When I talk to older people in my constituency in Doncaster, where tens of thousands used to be miners, they don’t clamour for those hard, dangerous jobs to come back, but they do believe something important has been lost. When we gather in November – as we have every year apart from 2020 – in the village of Bentley to commemorate the two pit disasters of 1931 and 1978, which killed forty-five and seven men respectively, we pay our respects to those victims and their relatives. We mark how dangerous mining was but also its important national role and the community that was built around each of the pit villages I represent.

The social contract of the post-war period blew up during the economic crises of the 1970s and was dismantled in the 1980s. The closure of the pits happened very quickly from the 1980s onwards but casts a long shadow, including in the communities I represent, generations later. In its place came a second social contract. This can be said to represent the settlement of Margaret Thatcher, later modified by Tony Blair. This was a much more atomised, less collective vision. Yet for a time it commanded a significant degree of support.

In this social contract, the argument went, the ‘shackles’ of high taxation and state regulation were thrown off. People were encouraged to work hard by being allowed to keep more of what they made, and working-class people were helped to own their own homes and pass them on to their kids. Just as we might romanticise the first social contract, so it is easy to demonise the second. But it appealed to something important. There may be more to life than earning and owning, but home ownership had hitherto been mainly the preserve of the middle class. The selling of council homes turned out to be in so many respects deeply damaging – most notably because they weren’t replaced – but owning their own home gave some people an asset and security they had not had before.

By the 1990s, however, it was clear that this settlement was not at all what it seemed. Wealth did not trickle down as had been promised; most of it stayed with the rich and made them richer. Private affluence was combined with public squalor. That is where New Labour came in, investing significantly in public services and bringing greater fairness, including through the minimum wage and tax credits, which substantially cut child poverty, as well as social reforms, including big strides in the area of LGBT rights. These changes transformed people’s lives for the better. At the same time, much of the economic framework of the Thatcher era was left in place. Privatisation was not reversed; trade unions remained weak and the labour market relatively unregulated; income and wealth inequality were not fundamentally altered. So we can identify a further, modified version of the second post-war social contract: a mix of Thatcher and Blair, still economically liberal but socially inclusive and with a strong belief in the public realm.

For a time this seemed a good combination, but it imploded in the financial crisis of 2007–8. In the decade that followed, those inequalities which had been tolerable when most people’s incomes were improving became intolerable. It became apparent that the regional imbalances in the country, accentuated by the boom in financial services, had not been properly addressed. The jobs that were on offer to those who hadn’t been to university entailed huge insecurity and gave little of the identity or security that industrial work had offered.

Today, in the midst of a pandemic, it’s hard to assess the state of the social contract in Britain. By and large, people have sought to obey the laws and keep each other safe. It has been a time of social solidarity, as I noted in the Introduction. Our bonds with each other and our communities are stronger than before. But the issues that became increasingly apparent after the financial crisis have not gone away. Young people have been hit hardest by job losses in the Covid recession – on top of the student debt, unaffordable housing and job insecurity they faced anyway. As if that wasn’t enough, the climate crisis will change the way they and their children live their lives. But older people too face a tough time. Many of the old certainties are gone. Some feel that a sense of community and belonging has been lost, and many worry about isolation.

The sense of a broken contract cuts across categories of age. Economic opportunity is concentrated in cities rather than towns, and there is a widespread belief that resources are concentrated in London. Inequality is a defining feature of life not only between parts of the UK, but also within them; consider for example the gulf between rich and poor that exists within cities. The gap between the richest and the rest is key here. The top 1 per cent, especially the top 0.1 per cent, have sailed off into the sunset compared to everyone else. Increasingly we are a country where money and opportunity go hand in hand: if you have the first, you will enjoy the second and can pass it on to your children, but if you don’t, life is much more of a struggle.1 Social mobility is at best stalled. We are not, in the resonant words of former prime minister John Major in the 1990s, ‘a nation at ease with itself’ and certainly not the ‘classless society’ to which he said he aspired.

Partly in consequence, those who govern us are trusted less by those who are governed. Given the wider breakdown in the social contract, it is hardly surprising that this bond is so much in question. For many people, the country simply fails to deliver for them. The deep story of the Brexit referendum is partly that of a repudiation of the second social contract, driven by a sense of loss of some aspects of the first. And yet there is no going back to the post-war social contract. It belonged to a totally different era, nor should we want to bring back many aspects of it. The second contract, meanwhile, was as profoundly discredited in the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis as the first one was in the 1970s.

This is why we need to redraw the social contract for our time. The ultimate aim of any social contract should be to ensure everyone feels they have a stake in the society in which they live, a belief that the economic and social settlement offers something to them. But what does that actually mean? There are three building blocks which ensure everyone has a stake in society, each level providing a foundation for the next.

First and most fundamentally, having a stake means being able to meet basic needs. The social contract should guarantee a minimum standard of living below which people should not be allowed to fall. It is both appalling and shameful that in the fifth-richest country in the world we have hundreds of thousands of people reliant on food banks and millions of children growing up in poverty.2 The starting point of any renewal must be to address poverty, but the sense of not having a stake goes beyond the poorest. Work must pay for people; jobs should carry status and recognition. Affordable, decent homes must be available to rent or buy. Some of these were elements of the first social contract. For our own time, they need to be reinvented.

Second, meeting the basics isn’t enough if fear and insecurity about losing everything stalks the land. Under the post-war contract there was a sense that individual risk was shared with the state and business. The welfare-state safety net was designed to catch those who fell; there was much greater security of employment, and many were guaranteed a decent occupational pension. Today, by contrast, the state and private sector have loaded risk onto the individual – from the weakening of the welfare-state safety net to the loss of employment rights like workplace pensions or job security. This creates insecurity and the sense that we’re each facing the world on our own.

The whole point of a social contract is to share rights and obligations, but lots of rights have been lost and lots of obligations conferred. It’s no wonder people feel a sense of discontent and loss of control. There can of course be no return to the past – the ‘job for life’ of the post-war era is probably gone for ever – but economic fear is both corrosive and real, and the state and business need to step up in new and different ways to share the burden of risk. For the state, new approaches to social housing, parental leave, childcare, social care and social security can help rebalance risk away from individuals. For businesses it is about recognising, as many do but some do not, their obligations to workers and wider stakeholders rather than just the bottom line.

Third, a real stake means everyone having the opportunity to pursue their own idea of a good life. A minimum standard of living and protection against risk are important, but given all the technology and wealth at our disposal we can aim for something much more ambitious. This is about the ability to go where your talents and interests take you, what has been called the ‘power to create’.3 This is something that those with money, assets and opportunity can almost take for granted: real freedom. Everyone should have the platform to shape their own lives, regardless of the situation they are born into. This self-realisation goes beyond the material and is about, for example, time with loved ones, and control of that time, something explored later in the book.

A renewed social contract isn’t just about everyone having a stake in society, about what we each individually have, but how we relate to each other. Think back to the phrase ‘We’re all in it together.’ It can sound absurd because it has become a political cliché so far from the world that we inhabit, but it is the right aspiration because it speaks to a sense of social solidarity, of looking after each other. However, social solidarity will never be achieved if it feels like we’re all signed up on different terms. In the post-war era, some people were of course paid more than others, but the gap now between those at the top and everyone else is of a completely different order.

Evidence from around the world is that more egalitarian societies have greater social solidarity, while the more unequal we are, the more people lead parallel, separate lives.4 It is also the case that enabling everyone to achieve a meaningful stake in society is very difficult in the context of huge levels of inequality. Where one generation ends up is where the next generation sets out from. The further apart the rungs on the ladder, the harder it is to climb. For these reasons, a new social contract must address the enormous inequalities we face as a society.

This means addressing inequality in all its dimensions, including all those ignored previously. Racial injustice continues to shape people’s life chances and their experiences. Fifty years on from the Equal Pay Act, we remain deeply unequal in our gender relationships. And then there is the injustice of climate breakdown, which at its heart is an intergenerational issue. All the chapters that follow are founded in the belief that we have an absolute obligation to restore the social contract for the young, that we owe it to them, and future generations, to live in a different way and not to act as if nobody is coming after us. As we face the task of renewing the social contract, this is the right place to start.




CHAPTER 1

The End of the World

It’s 19 December 2009. I am standing in a hotel room in Copenhagen in my pants getting ready to go to bed for the first time in forty-eight hours. Those who know a little about me may not be surprised to learn that I haven’t been on a two-day Nordic bender but am attending the UN climate talks as the UK climate change secretary. My phone rings as I am about to finally get some sleep. It is Pete Betts, the lead negotiator for my department: ‘The agreement is going down the pan. Too many countries are objecting. You better come and try and do something.’

I reacted with horror. The high-profile summit was already a fiasco, dogged by arguments between developing and developed countries about who should bear the burden of tackling the climate crisis, whether the world’s ambition was remotely adequate and whether countries could be legally bound to act. But the one thing that seemed to have been salvaged was a short, three-page agreement with some basic commitments including, for the first time in an international agreement, a commitment to seek to keep global warming below 2°C.1

This was in no small part due to the determination, cajoling and sheer bloody-mindedness of the UK prime minister Gordon Brown, who in the chaos of bitter recriminations that had begun before the summit was even over, had effectively taken control of it and stayed up all night to get the basic agreement, negotiating with a ragbag of heads of state and perplexed junior ministers from assorted countries. His parting words to me as he left for London the next morning were something like: ‘OK, at least we’ve got this – don’t screw it up now.’

His words rang in my ears as I got dressed and raced out of the hotel back to the conference centre in a blind panic. Many poorer countries were objecting to the inadequacy of the agreement. The chair of the powerful G77 bloc of developing countries, a Sudanese diplomat called Lumumba Di-Aping, had even compared the draft summit conclusions to the Holocaust: ‘[This] asks Africa to sign a suicide pact, an incineration pact in order to maintain the economic dominance of a few countries. It is a solution based on values … that funnelled six million people in Europe into furnaces.’2

My grandfather and other family members died at the hands of the Nazis. I was sleepless and outraged. Speaking from the United States microphone because the UK’s was on the blink, I attacked the ‘disgusting comparison’ and the idea that because the summit hadn’t done enough – which I admitted it hadn’t – we shouldn’t agree anything at all. I appealed to the delegates not to leave empty-handed. After more haggling the agreement was rescued, sort of, but it didn’t really change the impression that the world had comprehensively failed to grasp the scale and nature of the climate crisis.

As people reflected on the outcome of the summit in the weeks and months afterwards, they looked for different explanations – blame the Danish hosts, blame the US for not having done enough to tackle the problem or, as I did at the time, blame the Chinese government, who had their own objections to the agreement. But the more I reflected on it, the more I concluded that the failure was a symptom of a much deeper problem: the shadow of global injustice in which the negotiations were conducted. The poorer countries were outraged that the rich nations had essentially grown rich by using up the carbon resources of the world, creating a world with massive disparities of income and wealth, and were now denying the same opportunity to them.

Much has changed since the Copenhagen summit in terms of the world’s willingness to act, but we are still not doing nearly enough. Just before Covid-19 hit, I met up with a friend of mine, Todd Stern, who represented the United States at that summit. As we discussed what the world needed to do, he put the point graphically to me: ‘Imagine if we knew a meteorite was heading towards earth to wipe out parts of our land and disrupt our way of life. We would mobilise all the resources at our disposal to stop it.’ The problem is we aren’t. The climate crisis can no longer be mistaken for a future threat. The world has warmed by 1°C since 1880, and the result has been unprecedented wildfires from Australia to California even to the Arctic Circle, heatwaves in India and continental Europe, and flooding across the world.3 We know that climate change is making these events far more devastating and frequent than they would otherwise be.4

The bad news is that there will be lots more of this in Britain and across the world if we don’t get our act together fast. The Paris Climate Accord of 2015 represented a great step forward from Copenhagen, establishing a global target to limit warming to 1.5°C rather than 2.5 But there is a problem. When you look at the pledges made at Paris, they actually amount to something approaching 3°C.6 If that were to happen, the best evidence suggests that coastal cities will be threatened, hundreds of millions more people may face food and water stress, 99 per cent of coral reefs will disappear, and dangerous heatwaves are likely for much of the world’s population.7

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, which provides expert advice to governments on these matters, tells us that we now have less than ten years to attack the problem in a way that no country anywhere in the world has yet truly managed. To have a chance of keeping global warming to no more than 1.5°C, we have to cut emissions by around half in the next decade.8 So the decisions we make in the next ten years will have the most profound implications for generations to come about the world we inhabit, our quality of life and indeed our chances of renewing the social contract.

If you want to know why this is the first chapter of this book, the preceding paragraph pretty much sums it up. And the reason for telling the story of Copenhagen is that it goes to the heart of the argument of this chapter. I believe there is a particular character to the solutions we need. If we treat the climate crisis as a technical or technological problem to be solved and think we can do so while leaving other injustices in place – without renewing the social contract in its broadest sense – we will fail. That is true globally, and it is true at home.

First of all, it is just wrong to believe that we should undertake this massive economic and social transformation, reconstructing the way we live, and yet reproduce the deep injustices and inequality that scar our country and our world. It would amount to remaking the high-carbon, unjust world as the zero-carbon, unjust world. Second, as I will explain, we won’t bring people with us if we try to tackle the climate crisis without addressing these structural injustices.

Every time I hear the facts about the climate threat, I ask myself why, in non-pandemic times, averting this disaster wasn’t the number-one issue on everyone’s agenda every day of every week of every month in every country of the world? What has been holding us back? The answer is that the climate threat – which until recent years has felt pretty distant in countries like the UK – clashes directly with the normal rhythm of politics and the more immediate injustices so many people face in their lives: low wages, insecure work, uncertain prospects for their children, a rickety NHS, the housing crisis. If you are worried about getting to the end of the week, the end of the world seems a distant prospect. That’s why the climate disaster is the ultimate challenge for politics. Even now, the full effects of actions we take in mitigating global warming won’t be felt for a generation or two or three or more. And yet the time horizon of politicians – and the public – is the here and now.

There is also the danger that meeting concerns about the end of the world is seen to actually conflict with meeting concerns about the end of the week – pursued by people who can afford to do so at the expense of those who can’t. Indeed, there are people who deny the climate crisis and portray it this way. When President Trump presented his plan to pull out of the Paris Agreement in 2017, he framed the action as a defence of America’s industrial workers in the face of global elites: ‘I was elected to represent the citizens of Pittsburgh, not Paris.’9

Other forces that stand in the way of the change we need are also a product of our unequal world. Ever since the Industrial Revolution, economies such as the UK’s have grown thanks to a model that relies on fossil fuels – coal, oil and gas. The climate challenge asks us to abandon this 300-year model of economic growth. This is an immense transition in itself but it also faces a set of hugely powerful vested interests. Just 100 oil, gas and other fossil-fuel firms are ultimately responsible for an astonishing 71 per cent of industrial emissions over the last three decades, and many are fighting tooth and nail to carry on with business as usual.10 But it is not just the fossil-fuel companies. We have built a whole financial and economic structure based on investment in these companies, and the forces stopping us breaking out of that cycle are perhaps even stronger. In Chapter 18 we will look at ways to take these forces on, and there are reasons to be hopeful, but we should be under no illusions about the scale of the task.

People in positions of power need also to look at themselves. The way we have campaigned for action has not helped. For those concerned about climate issues, economic and social concerns have too often been seen as separate, or taken for granted. If it’s green it must be fair, or so it has seemed. This is partly what has made the climate argument vulnerable to the Trumpian attack. For those working in the fossil-fuel industries or in manufacturing reliant on those fuels, from the automotive to the steel sector, the threat of dislocation and change is real. Unless we put justice for these workers at the centre of our vision, the climate case will lose support – and for good reason.

On the other hand, those who prioritise jobs and fairness have tended to tack the climate emergency on as an afterthought to political manifestos focused on the here and now, as if it can be tackled separately, missing the existential threat that climate change poses. In fact, if we are serious about tackling the economic and social injustices we face, we cannot ignore the climate crisis. There is no route to a renewed social contract that does not involve putting the climate threat front and centre because it threatens most those who have least, and that is as true in Britain as it is anywhere else. If we fail on climate, we will make inequality and unfairness worse.

I know this first hand from the floods that hit Doncaster in late 2019 which led to thousands of families being evacuated from their homes.11 Some of the same families had been flooded just twelve years earlier in 2007. What was once thought to be a one-in-a-hundred-year event has happened twice in barely a decade.12 Each of these family’s stories is one of heartache, loss, fear and continuing anxiety, but it was the most vulnerable people, often living in homes in flood plains, some of whom didn’t have insurance, who were hardest hit, and frequently had nowhere else to go.

As I said in the introduction to this section, the climate crisis is also the biggest intergenerational betrayal. On current estimates, a baby born today will need to have a ‘carbon budget’ of just one eighth of someone born in 1950 if we are to avoid climate disaster.13 Future generations will look back at us as drunken revellers at the carbon party who smashed up the joint and left them with a mess of epic proportions to clear up.

When you stop and think about it, the way forward is rather obvious, at least in theory: if we tackle the climate crisis in a way that also tackles the other deep injustices we face, we are asking people to act not just for the sake of the future but for the sake of now. We are speaking to their immediate concerns, uniting those worried about the end of the world with those worried about the end of the week. The good news is that there is already a big idea that seeks to do exactly this. It was conceived in the UK at the time of the financial crisis of 2007 by a group of economists and activists. Like a lot of people, they had the simple insight that we could match the urgency of the economic crisis with the demands of the environmental crisis by creating well paid, worthwhile jobs to tackle both. They called it the Green New Deal.14

The genius of the Green New Deal idea is its recognition that the scale of the transformation we need – from how we heat our homes to the way we get around our towns and cities to how we use our land and generate power – also demands we rethink and remake our societies. We do not try to solve the climate problem while leaving existing injustices in place; we do so by prioritising the creation of well paid, decent jobs, by tackling poor-quality housing, inadequate public transport systems, the silent killer of air pollution and the absence of green spaces. In other words, we rebuild and renew the social contract.

The name and the notion hark back to US president Franklin Delano Roosevelt and his New Deal of the 1930s. He came to office on the back of the Great Depression. As one historian put it: ‘A quarter of the labour force was unemployed … people had lost farms, homes and small businesses, thousands of banks had collapsed, taking with them the deposits and savings of millions of people … Starving people wandered the streets. Food riots broke out. The future of capitalism, indeed of democracy itself, appeared grim.’15 What FDR realised was that an effective response to the crisis required breathtaking boldness and new thinking. It needed not just a change in this policy or that but a mobilisation of all the powers of government to win what he likened to a war as ‘if we were in fact invaded by a foreign foe’.16 FDR certainly knew how to go big. Eight million people who would otherwise have faced the desolation of unemployment were put back to work with government investment. Those workers constructed hundreds of thousands of miles of roads, more than 100,000 public buildings and thousands of parks across the country.17 He even had an initiative called the Civilian Conservation Corps, which utilised 3 million men to plant 3 billion trees.18

This much is well known about Roosevelt’s New Deal, but there was something more to it, which is spoken about less. It did not just represent an emergency programme to put America back to work; FDR rewrote the social contract of America, not just giving workers a stake in the future but also setting America on a more equal course, giving greater rights to working people and restraining the power of finance. As he put it, his aim was to supplant the old order of ‘special privilege’ with a ‘new order of things designed to benefit the great mass of our farmers, workers and business men’.19

The Green New Deal had some impact in the late 2000s, but as we saw from Copenhagen the world was not yet ready to act, and it played only a modest role in economic recovery plans after the financial crisis. In the last couple of years, however, this idea, born more than a decade ago in London, has become the dominating climate policy theme in American politics, supported by a grassroots movement and much of the Democratic Party. The concept has become central to the US debate thanks in large part to the efforts of Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, an insurgent Democratic politician elected in 2018.20 You may have heard of her – she has a gazillion Twitter followers and is a bona fide political rock star. But I want to tell you about someone else, whom you probably won’t have heard of but who has played a pivotal role in fleshing out what the Green New Deal idea should mean in practice.

Rhiana Gunn-Wright is an African American, born on the South Side of Chicago. She came to climate not through a traditional environmental route; in fact, as a health policy analyst working with marginalised communities, her attitude towards the climate crisis was initially dismissive. ‘I just felt like other people are already doing that work,’ she said. ‘They don’t need me.’21 But then she started seeing the vulnerability of the poor to the climate threat. She discovered that 70 per cent of African Americans live near coal-fired power plants, and recalled her own experience of asthma growing up near one herself. She realised that the climate threat was a social justice issue and that the profound changes our societies will have to undergo means confronting the way they are run now and considering how they could be run in a more just way.22

At this point, a critic might ask, why make the climate crisis even harder to tackle by loading onto its shoulders all the injustices and inequalities of our world? Won’t that make it harder to win allies and more difficult to advance? The resounding answer is that the opposite is true. Polling done in 2020 in the UK shows that climate can transcend political boundaries and unite us in hope. The vast majority of people across all political persuasions agree that climate is a real and present danger, and believe that the changes required are an opportunity to create meaningful work. Concern is not confined to those on the Left or the better-off, it goes deep and wide across our country. But the same polling tells us that if the burden of change falls disproportionately on particular groups of people, including those least able to afford it, then it will become a source of division not unity.23 We also cannot tell people that the deep injustices they face in their lives will have to wait for decades because the climate challenge takes precedence. That would be wrong and, just as important, it won’t work. We can only build the necessary coalition if we tackle both the climate crisis and inequality together.

The transformation required in the UK, as in every country, is huge: we must change the way we heat nearly thirty million homes, take tens of millions of petrol and diesel cars off the road, alter the way we use our land and the manner in which we power our country. Alongside this massive and complex task we also face the economic fallout from Covid. Either on its own demands Roosevelt-scale ambition, but together the case for a bold response is even clearer. If this became a national mission, backed with appropriate government resources, it could create fulfilling work for hundreds of thousands of people.

For example, about 15 per cent of total greenhouse gas emissions in the UK come from the way we heat our homes.24 We have made little progress in changing things over the last decade, so there is a huge job to be done here – first insulating and upgrading the buildings so we stop wasting so much energy, and then overseeing the transition from natural gas or oil to zero-carbon sources of power. To do this will require at least 200,000 additional jobs over the next three decades.25 This is something to get really excited about. Imagine a ‘zero-carbon army’ going from house to house, street by street, neighbourhood by neighbourhood, to insulate homes and help people change the way they heat them. Just as with FDR’s programme, people would have the sense of being part of a shared mission for the country, giving us the greenest homes in the world.

An inspiring example of this on a small scale is Retrofit Get-in, a cooperative in Manchester owned and run by its workers, which is employing stagehands, technicians and joiners who have lost their jobs in theatre during the pandemic to insulate homes. It turns out their skills are eminently transferrable.26 Of course, we want these workers to be able to get their jobs back in the theatre, but this illustrates the principle and points the way to what could be done with an equivalent scheme on a national scale.

As we face this transition, those who run the fossil-fuel industry do not merit our support, but those who work in it – and all other industries that underpin our high-carbon economy – deserve all the support we can possibly muster. There are around 27,000 people directly employed in oil and gas production in the UK, with many more jobs indirectly dependent on it.27 And these jobs tend to be decently paid, with good pensions and unionised workforces. Unless we handle the change well, we will let down entire communities and fail to bring people with us. The problem is that in the UK we haven’t been doing enough to create equivalent jobs even in areas where we appear to be doing well on green issues, like offshore wind.

Over the last two decades, successive governments have made great strides in turning the UK into a global leader in offshore wind generation. By first mandating energy suppliers to renewables and, more recently, by guaranteeing the offshore wind industry a price for the power it produces, the government has played a crucial role in this success. But that success has been a narrow one.28 BiFab is a company based in Fife in Scotland, barely ten miles from what will be Scotland’s largest offshore wind farm, which will supply power to hundreds of thousands of Scottish homes. Bifab has spent most of its history building oil and gas platforms, but more recently has been pitching to build platforms for the wind turbines planned off Scotland’s coasts. But those wind farms will not be built by BiFab because in 2020 it went into administration. In April 2021, a deal was struck to use its facilities to manufacture eight platforms, but that leaves the vast majority to be manufactured in Indonesia, the UAE and China, and shipped thousands of miles to reach us. BiFab is a parable for a failure to build a domestic wind industry. It needn’t be this way. Just across the North Sea, Denmark has shown that with a proper industrial policy that uses the power of government for investment, alongside the private sector, you can compete on the basis of high standards with good wages and still create green jobs. I return to the issue of industrial policy in Chapter 5.

A planned transition means creating alternative employment and also giving the best help to people at risk of unemployment. In 2012 coal miners in Spain undertook a 457-kilometre Marcha Negra (Black March), protesting against the reduction of subsidies by the national government. In 2018 a new government negotiated a ‘just transition agreement’ to invest €250 million in mining communities. This involves funding early retirement for older workers, retraining schemes for younger employees and, crucially, developing renewable energy, improving energy efficiency, and investing in and developing new industries.29 The government and unions have recently struck a similar deal for regions and workers affected by the closure of thermal power plants.30

We need to ensure the transition is fair not just for workers but for all citizens. As a country the UK is now committed to phasing out new petrol and diesel cars by 2030, but at the moment electric cars are still relatively expensive. If those on lower incomes lose out, a backlash will occur. Electric cars will soon be cheaper than petrol and diesel cars over their lifetimes, but the upfront costs will remain higher. We need to work out how we make them affordable – some have suggested zero-interest government loans, for example – and not just for those on the highest incomes.

But transport also offers an example of how replacing a current system with a lower-carbon alternative is not enough. The carbon cost of producing electric cars means we cannot simply replace every petrol and diesel car with an electric one, so public transport will assume greater importance. But from the point of view of our social contract, there are deep inequalities that will need to be addressed if we are to unite around the transition. There is a long-standing problem with our privately run rail system, characterised by its tendency to privatise profits when times are good and socialise its losses to the taxpayer when the going gets tough, as has happened once again during the pandemic.31 Bus services outside London are often infrequent, expensive and unreliable. To go over to a lower-carbon transport system while leaving these inadequate services in place and not re-imagining our transport system so that people have proper alternatives to car use (a subject I return to in Chapter 10) would be both unjust and doomed to fail.

What is true of transport is true more generally. We must take the opportunity to think what a renewed social contract should offer people in the round – access to green spaces, clean air, a safe, warm home (the subject of the next chapter) and affordable energy bills. There are big issues to consider, including the important role of democratic public ownership in energy and how we distribute fairly the benefits and burdens of the transition. This is just a small preview of the action required, but the principle that unites it all is that every policy and every decision aimed at going green must tackle the deep inequalities and injustices of our country too.

If you are wondering how much all this would cost, the answer is far less than you might think. The government’s independent climate advisers at the Climate Change Committee (CCC) estimate the net costs at less than 1 per cent of our national income each year (about £20 billion in today’s money).32 That’s partly because going green may cost us at the outset but it leads to savings in the longer term. As mentioned, the cost of an electric car over its lifetime will soon be less than those of a petrol and diesel car, and onshore wind is now the cheapest fuel at our disposal.33 In any case, 1 per cent of national income seems a small price to pay to prevent climate disaster and create a better life for people.

Moreover, creating a better life for people isn’t just the right and necessary thing to do, it is what will inspire people to act. In his famous speech at the March on Washington in 1963 Martin Luther King declared, ‘I have a dream.’ He didn’t say, ‘I have a nightmare.’ King understood the motivation of hope and the coalition it could build around a positive vision of an integrated, tolerant, equal America. Those who care about the climate emergency, me included, have been good at talking about the nightmare. But we have a dream too. The promise of the Green New Deal is not just to tackle the climate crisis; it is also to create better lives – good jobs, high-quality public transport, affordable energy and a decent home. That is a cause worth fighting for in the here and now.




CHAPTER 2

A Housing Revolution


You can live in a great way in every city in the world when you are well off. The great thing about this city is that you can live there, love it there, work there and have an affordable rent when you are a worker and when you are not the winner of social bingo.

Jürgen Czernohorszky, city councillor1



Which city has for ten years in a row been rated the best place to live in the world, beating everywhere from Copenhagen to New York to Zurich? It’s a capital city where even low-paid workers can afford to live right in the centre. One of the most affordable major cities in the world, a rare example of a conurbation where population growth hasn’t been accompanied by a housing crisis. It’s not on most people’s bucket list to visit, unless you love opera and schnitzel, but it should be for policymakers. The city is – maybe you’ve guessed – Vienna.

Austria’s capital shows that it’s possible to live in a modern, desirable town or city whether you are wealthy or not. That even in a prosperous capital there can be mixed communities, rich and poor, all enjoying secure and affordable homes. Britons have become so used to a dysfunctional housing market characterised by scarcity, insecurity and eye-watering costs that we could be forgiven for believing it’s just a feature of modern life. That there is no alternative. And yet what could be more basic than having a roof over one’s head and a home fit for the twenty-first century?

Any project to renew the social contract worthy of consideration must tackle the housing crisis we face, and our starting point has to be understanding that if we keep doing things as we have been for four decades, we will keep failing. But before we look at where we’re going wrong, let’s examine the secret of Vienna’s success.

If you live in Vienna, chances are you’re living in some form of social housing, alongside nearly two thirds of the city’s population.2 Renters spend an average of just 25 per cent of their income on accommodation.3 Vienna has achieved this by maintaining a large stock of high-quality social housing. The city owns 220,000 homes directly and subsidises a further 200,000 housing association homes.4 In these homes residents are charged a ‘cost-rent’, covering the cost of building and maintaining housing, rather than a price set by the market. This prevents rents spiralling. Low-income households receive subsidies to make their rents cheaper still.

The city is constantly building new social homes so that supply keeps up with the city’s growing population. Rather than spending public money on subsidising the cost of renting in the private sector (more on the problems of that below), Vienna focuses on investing in new homes. Enough new homes are built each year to avoid long waiting lists for social housing and to prevent housing costs rising in the private sector.5 And what is significant is that social housing is not simply for the poorest. The vast majority of the population is eligible for these homes, and developments are built with different types of housing – public, housing association, private – side by side.

Vienna has spent almost a century building this vision, and today’s residents are reaping the benefits, but the city isn’t an outlier. There are abundant examples of other cities where they do things better than us, with a much bigger role for social housing: from Rotterdam to Bilbao to, perhaps surprisingly, Singapore, where 80 per cent of the population live in public housing that they can own on 99-year leases.6

What about us? Over the last few decades we have seen a revolution in housing in the UK, but not the revolution in home ownership we were promised. In fact, home ownership rates are back down to broadly the same level as forty years ago and now below the European average.7 No, the revolution we have seen is a huge growth in the private rental market. Private renting has more than doubled in the last twenty years alone. Gone are the days when it was largely confined to people in their twenties. Eleven million people in 4.4 million families in England now rent privately, including people at all stages of their lives: the average private renter is now forty years old, and about one in three are households with children.8

As a private renter you pay more for housing than any other group – more than a third of your income on average.9 Worse, many literally cannot afford to pay the spiralling costs of private renting on the money they earn. One in five renters cuts back on food to pay their rent.10 During the Covid crisis, four in ten private renters became reliant on housing benefits to cover their housing costs.11 But this isn’t just about affordability. Renters have little security in the UK. At the mercy of their landlords, many are forced to move regularly and plagued by the knowledge they might have to move again, unsure from one year to the next whether, for example, their children will have to change schools. In 2020, nearly seven in ten private renters reported serious problems with their homes including mould, damp, leaks, electrical hazards and infestations.12 Many renters face the very real risk of being kicked out of their home if they complain.13

No one would choose these conditions, but often private renting is the only option. For many, home ownership is out of reach, having fallen from 70 per cent of those under the age of 65 in the 1990s to just 57 per cent today.14 And if you want to live in social housing, you’ll have to join a waiting list of 1.2 million people.15 Just as many who rent did not choose to do so, as a society we have not chosen this situation. It was not promised in a manifesto. This is a silent revolution, which has taken place with little public discussion or political debate. As we will see, it is the consequence of failures of policy by governments of both parties.

The core of the housing crisis is very simple: we don’t have enough affordable homes. This is what has led to the private renter reliant on housing benefit, the family stuck on a council house waiting list for years and the homeless person forced to sleep on a friend’s sofa. How has it come to this?

For a time there was a consensus across both Labour and Conservative Parties that building social housing was the right thing to do. That by maintaining a stock of publicly owned housing with reasonable rents not set by the market you could ensure there were enough affordable homes. Starting in earnest in the inter-war period, at pretty much the same time as in Vienna, British governments started to clear privately owned slum housing. Building new homes became a national mission. More than a million council homes were built between the wars, with local authorities leading the way.16 Yet it was after the war that the golden age of social housing construction really happened in the UK. The Labour government of 1945–51 built 800,000 homes in addition to those constructed by the private sector. It built 190,000 in the single year of 1948 – a number only bettered by the Conservative government in 1953, when 229,000 were built. Indeed, the parties desperately competed as to who could build more.17 In all, in the thirty years after the Second World War governments of both parties built on average 128,000 social homes (mainly council houses) in England each and every year.18

Then in the late 1970s something changed. Margaret Thatcher swept to power and with her came an ideology that was deeply sceptical not just of building social homes but of their very existence. On this view, social housing bred reliance on the state and should only be a last resort for those who had nowhere else to go.19 The government slashed the money spent on building social housing, believing that left to its own devices the market was the most efficient way to provide the homes required. Any public money spent on housing would not go towards providing social housing at low rents but towards paying housing benefit to those renting in the private sector. Her famous Right to Buy scheme offered council tenants the opportunity to buy their homes at a below-market price.

In the last thirty years or so, an average of just 24,000 social homes have been built in England each year – over 100,000 fewer houses each year than the post-war period.20 Taken together, that’s three million fewer homes built over the thirty-year period. Meanwhile, two million social homes have been sold off since Right to Buy was introduced.21 Put the two figures together and our social housing stock has dwindled drastically. So the Thatcher model has certainly succeeded in making council housing a last resort – mainly because there is so little of it. It has also succeeded in demolishing public investment in housing. Eighty pence in every pound spent on housing used to be invested in bricks and mortar; now more than eighty pence in every pound going into housing is spent on housing benefit (£23 billion in total).22 What we as a society get for this money, apart from subsidising private landlords – as well as some councils and housing associations – is unclear.

A growing population and stubbornly low wages mean that while the stock of social housing has dwindled, the need for affordable housing has not, so, what about the other promise of the new approach? Has the market provided instead? Unfortunately, it’s a resounding no. In the period 1946 to 1980 the average number of houses built by the private sector was 121,000 homes per year, and in the period since 1981 it is 124,000 homes per year.23 In other words, we can say with certainty that the private sector has not filled the gap. In England alone it has left us with somewhere between three and four million fewer homes than we need.24

But the truth is, it’s not just that the market has not provided enough affordable housing; the model of property development that prevails in the UK will never provide it, either on the scale or at the speed that is necessary. At the moment housebuilders compete to buy land on which to build houses that they later sell, and the developer who plans to build the most expensive homes will usually outbid the competition. There is also little incentive for developers to build quickly because to do so would flood the market, thereby reducing the price of what they’re selling. So there is a lot of hoarding of land with planning permission but no development. This also means that housebuilding dries up in times of recession as developers wait for prices to recover.25

Markets, properly regulated, work well for restaurants and retail and a whole range of other things, but on their own cannot deliver on the objectives we have as a country for housing. At the time of writing the government has the laudable target of 300,000 new houses being built across the public and private sector every year to meet demand. However, there is no earthly way we are going to get to that level unless there is a decisive shift towards social housing. In 2018/19 a measly 6,000 social homes were built.26 But given they’re still being sold off, this has actually led to a net loss of 17,000 social homes.27

Governments have tried specifying the proportion of affordable housing in private developments, reforming the way councils deliver the houses they do have, changing the way housing associations work and subsidising home ownership in multiple ways. You name it, and it has been tried – apart from building social homes on a substantial scale. However, the Viennese experience teaches us that that is exactly what we need to do again. This could mean a mix of housing owned by councils, housing associations or other non-profit organisations. The provider matters less than the distinguishing feature of social housing: rents linked to local incomes and what people can actually afford to pay rather than market rates. Social homes will not solve all of our housing problems – for example, we also need to think about greater security for those who rent privately – but they are a good place to start.

In the wake of the Grenfell Tower disaster, the housing charity Shelter brought together a group of housing experts, tenants and a cross-party group of politicians – Baroness Sayeeda Warsi, Lord Jim O’Neill (both of whom served in David Cameron’s government as Conservative ministers) and myself – in a commission. Sayeeda and I in particular were, on the face of it, unlikely allies. While I was Labour leader, she had spent a couple of years as chair of the Conservative Party issuing press releases attacking me. However, despite our differing histories and ideological backgrounds, we agreed: the government needs to build social housing, and build at scale.

We also agreed that it was important not to romanticise social housing. We now know that the housing of Grenfell residents was unsafe and they felt their concerns were ignored.28 The Shelter commission found that those living in social housing commonly lack any real voice or power. More than half of social renters in England have experienced problems such as electrical hazards, gas leaks or faulty lifts in the last three years.29 Many value the stability of social renting and feel close to their neighbours but also think estates are often poorly designed, unattractive and unsafe, with complaints including impersonal tower blocks and a lack of decent public space. A quarter think they would live in a better neighbourhood if they rented privately.30 Social renters do tend to say they have good relationships with their landlords (usually a council or housing association) but are in fact more likely than people renting privately to feel their problems and complaints are left unresolved. The Shelter commission also found that some tenants are embarrassed to admit they live in social housing.31

This range of problems might make you wonder whether social housing can really be an answer, but all of them are solvable – indeed have to be solvable if we are going to fix the mess that we are in. In Chapter 14 I write about how the state needs to work better and differently with its citizens – definitely true in relation to social housing – and there is evidence that social housing landlords have recognised that the Grenfell catastrophe holds fundamental lessons for the whole sector.

There are also some outstanding examples of social housing that belie the poor reputation of its past – and to some extent its present – and can be a blueprint for the future. In 2019, Goldsmith Street, a development of 105 new social houses in Norwich, became the first ever social housing development to win the prestigious RIBA Stirling Prize for architecture, previously won by the Gateshead Millennium Bridge, the Scottish Parliament and London’s Gherkin building. The judges described it as ‘a modest masterpiece … high-quality architecture in its purest, most environmentally and socially conscious form’.32 Goldsmith Street proves that there is no reason social housing cannot be beautiful. The houses have big windows, front and back gardens, as well as communal outdoor spaces with tables and benches. They’re all designed to the Passivhaus standard of energy efficiency, meaning they are incredibly well insulated so cheap to heat, and have low carbon emissions. All of this at an affordable rent. It shows what can be done with imagination and political will.

And here’s something else that might surprise you. Building social homes will be good for the millions who don’t live in them. Indeed it is the backbone of a functioning housing market. Our failure to build social homes has increased demand for private rental property at a much faster rate than it is becoming available, driving up rents and leaving renters with weak bargaining power with landlords.33 Other things being equal, building more social homes will make the overall housing supply more able to meet demand. If renters have the option of decent low-cost social housing then private landlords will have to compete on quality and price to attract them.

All this is why the Shelter commission recommended that government invest in housing once again. We should move away from a vision of council housing as a last resort for the poorest and view housing in general as a part of our economic and social infrastructure, just like transport. Far from simply being a cost, housing would become an investment with a crucial economic and social return for government. The commission recommended we build an average of 150,000 social homes – council and housing association – each year over the next twenty years. While we reckoned the initial cost of this at about £10 billion a year, factoring in tax revenues from those working in construction and eventual savings in housing benefit the ultimate cost would be far less – somewhere between £3.8 and £6 billion depending on the precise assumptions.34 That puts the maximum net cost over twenty years somewhere around that of HS2, and it would have a direct impact on the lives of millions of families. Instead of paying massive subsidies to private landlords via housing benefit, we would be creating an economic and social asset.

This housebuilding project would be a crucial component of the Green New Deal I explored in Chapter 1. The new generation of social homes should be built to the highest possible environmental standards – well insulated, energy efficient and with low-carbon heating to reduce the energy bills for those living in them. And located with public transport, walking and cycling links in mind, and with ample access to green space. Developments like Goldsmith Street show this can be done.

After the Second World War the London County Council had the largest architects’ department in the world.35 Town planners and architects were celebrated.36 In the post-war years they thought big despite the straitened circumstances of the time. On the passage of the 1949 Housing Bill, which specifically removed the previous stipulation that council housing was only for the ‘working class’, Aneurin Bevan, NHS founder and housing minister in the 1945 Labour government, said, ‘If we are to enable citizens to lead a full life, if they are each to be aware of the problems of their neighbours, then they should all be drawn from different sections of the community and we should try to introduce what was always the lovely feature of English and Welsh villages, where the doctor, the grocer, the butcher and the farm labourer all lived in the same street.’37

Bevan’s picture of mixed communities may sound nostalgic to some, but we do not need to romanticise the past to applaud its ambition – and seek to emulate it for our generation. A social contract is about more than what each individual gets; it includes how we live together. Recent trends in housing have increasingly segregated us according to class and income.38 For people other than the richest, living – and certainly buying a home – in many of our cities is simply out of reach. We are not about to become Vienna in our levels of home ownership (theirs are much lower than ours) – nor should we want that. People value and want the chance to own their homes and pass them on to their children. But shifting towards providing social housing at scale does not conflict with that aspiration. Indeed, the Shelter commission saw it as one way for people to build up savings on their way to home ownership. Interestingly, there is no party political or other divide on this issue among voters. Polling done for the commission showed that whether you were Leave or Remain, Conservative or Labour, building social housing was seen as the right choice for the country.39 More broadly, it is a way to share the burden of risk between individual and state more fairly, so that people are not at the mercy of insecure private tenancies.

If you want to know why this matters, listen to Alex and her son Tommy, who live in prize-winning Goldsmith Street. In their previous home Alex would often turn on the oven or put on extra layers rather than switch on the heating because she couldn’t afford the bills. Her new Passivhaus has substantially cut her fuel costs. The communal space of Goldsmith Street means her son Tommy can play outside. ‘Tommy’s level of exploring is just so much better. Last night when it was tipping down with rain, he just ran outside and was living his best life playing in the puddles. Whereas before he was so limited.’40

Being able to afford to heat your home and having a safe place for your child to play should be the very basis of a twenty-first-century social contract. So too should a financial platform on which to stand.




CHAPTER 3

Free to Choose


In lieu of the natural inheritance which, as a right, belongs to everyman, over and above the property he may have created, or inherited from those who did … there shall be paid to every person, when arrived at twenty-one years, the sum of fifteen pounds sterling, as a compensation …

Thomas Paine1

As Alaska’s governor, I believe the historic PFD [Permanent Fund Dividend] program represents a share of our natural resource wealth. It allows every Alaskan to share in our natural resource wealth, which ultimately belongs to the people, and ensures that government is accountable to the people.

Michael J. Dunleavy, governor of Alaska2



At first sight, radical pamphleteer Thomas Paine, British-born son of an eighteenth-century tenant farmer and champion of the French Revolution, might not have much in common with the current Republican governor of Alaska, Michael Dunleavy. Yet they are bound together by a shared belief: that every citizen has a right to a share of the wealth of the nation.

The Alaska Permanent Fund Dividend (PFD) came into being in 1982. It is a dividend paid out from the returns on investment of the tens of billions of dollars’ worth of oil revenues accumulated over previous decades. Every year since, the state has sent a cheque of up to $2,000 to every resident, regardless of income, subject only to the conditions that they have lived in Alaska for at least a year, intend to continue doing so, and haven’t been imprisoned in the last twelve months. On average, each Alaskan household receives around $4,000 per year.3

The Permanent Fund was established after the construction of the Trans-Alaska Pipeline in the late 1970s provided a windfall for the state. It was argued that putting this money into a fund would prevent it being squandered in the short term and ensure that future generations could benefit from the state’s oil wealth even after the initial revenue had dried up.4 The PFD is now untouchable. Think of Britain’s attachment to the NHS and you get a sense of how Alaskans feel about it. In a state where 42 per cent of voters identify as ideologically conservative (compared to just 24 per cent liberal), it gets the kind of poll ratings that, believe me, a politician would die for: 78 per cent of Alaskans feel positive about it, 84 per cent support it being paid to all residents and 62 per cent say the fund should never be touched by the government for other purposes, even in a crisis.5 No wonder the successor to the governor who introduced it, having toyed with abolition, concluded that getting rid of it would be ‘political suicide’.6

Thomas Paine would, I think, have approved of the Alaska fund. He called for a similar principle in Agrarian Justice nearly 250 years ago. His proposal has since become known as a social inheritance – giving everyone a lump sum of cash as they reach adulthood in order to provide a financial foundation for their lives. Or as he put it, ‘to enable him or her to begin the world’.7 Alaska and Thomas Paine point to another way to renew the social contract: giving everyone a guaranteed financial stake in society. They do so in different ways – an annual income versus a one-off lump sum – but while these mechanisms are often discussed as two separate ideas, they are underpinned by a similar motivation.

At their heart, the case for both is about expanding freedom. The most profound inequality in our society is between those who have freedom over their own lives because they have money and those who do not. Freedom at its most basic is freedom from destitution. But it is also the power to choose a course for one’s life – the freedom to care, to volunteer, to look after our children, to start a business, to take risks. Think back to the building blocks of the social contract that I set out in the introduction to this part of the book. Giving everyone real freedom requires a bedrock of economic security.

In case this all sounds rather theoretical, consider the following. A report by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation at the end of 2020 found that more than two million people in the UK suffered from destitution – defined as lacking two basic essentials such as shelter, food, heating, lighting, clothing or basic toiletries – even before coronavirus.8 There is something fundamentally wrong about any society in which millions of people cannot afford to eat. The pandemic has made things worse as workers have been laid off or forced to reduce their hours. Millions, including many self-employed, have fallen through the cracks and been ineligible for government support schemes.9 The number of families using foodbanks doubled in the first month of the Covid lockdown.10 And millions of people in Britain have no savings to fall back on in an emergency. Before the pandemic, nearly half of households had less than £1,500 of savings or no savings at all.11 A quarter of families say they would be unable to make ends meet for more than a month without their main source of income.12 They are literally a payslip away from poverty.

The reasons for destitution are not mysterious – they are high housing costs, low wages, insecure work and the meanness of our benefits system.13 A five-week waiting time for the first payment of Universal Credit is one of its more egregious failings. As we emerge from the pandemic, there is an absolutely essential and immediate job to be done in tackling the inadequacy of our welfare state, which expects an adult without a job or other means of support to live on seventy-four pounds a week, less than half the amount needed to reach the poverty threshold.14 But this chapter seeks to look further ahead, beyond essential and hopefully possible changes, to improbable, even seemingly impossible ones. What can we learn from experiments like Alaska about ways to distribute income and crucially, wealth, in our country, so that we give people not just a guarantee of freedom from destitution, but something more? A genuine financial stake for everyone, whoever they are, whatever background they are from.

Alaska’s guaranteed annual payment is perhaps the most extensive manifestation of an idea that has been gaining ground in recent years. In the 2020 Democratic presidential primaries Andrew Yang called it ‘the freedom dividend’, but it’s also known as the universal basic income (UBI). The concept is a flat-rate payment to all citizens regardless of income which, unlike the Alaska PFD, is enough to live on.15 The idea is not actually that new. Perhaps the most interesting aspect of its history is how it has straddled traditional ideological lines. Over the decades it’s been supported by a group of the strangest bedfellows including former US president Richard Nixon, civil rights leader Martin Luther King, right-wing economist Milton Friedman and tech billionaire Elon Musk.16 President Obama expressed an interest and so too did Hillary Clinton during her presidential campaign: ‘I was fascinated by this idea, as was my husband, and we spent weeks working with our policy team to see if it could be viable enough to include in my campaign. We would call it Alaska for America. Unfortunately, we couldn’t make the numbers work.’17

Clinton is right. The numbers are daunting – and we’ll get to that – but this is a book not about next year or even necessarily the next five years, but about the world we want to create well beyond that. So what is its point and what is its appeal?

The freedom dividend has two important features: it is universal – everyone is entitled to receive it – and unconditional – you do not have to do anything in exchange. The difference from our current welfare state is immediately apparent. Universal Credit, which is the main social security payment in the UK is means tested, meaning that claimants must declare any other income or savings they have. If they move into work, they lose a substantial proportion of their benefit, and the more they earn, the lower the benefit. It is also highly intrusive and conditional – claimants must account for their time and show they are searching for a job or they risk losing their benefit. In practice, there have turned out to be some real flaws in the way the system works, for example, the ‘poverty trap’ caused by the withdrawal of benefit for every pound extra earned.18

This problem was highlighted, believe it or not, by the success of the vegan sausage roll. After Greggs, the high street bakery, introduced its wildly successful new vegan range in January 2020 it saw a surge in profits, and Greggs announced that every staff member would get a £300 bonus. Yet it soon emerged that some on Universal Credit would only keep 25p in every pound of that bonus.19 Explaining the problem in an article entitled ‘Why bakers are taxed more than bankers’, The Economist wrote, ‘The government is rightly keen that poorer people should work rather than sponge off the welfare system. An implicit marginal tax rate of 75 per cent does not encourage them to do so.’20 Despite some changes since then, after National Insurance and tax, many workers on Universal Credit lose around 70p for every extra pound they earn.21 The UK used to have this level of marginal tax for the very rich and got rid of it in the 1970s, but it’s essentially still in place for some of the country’s lowest paid workers.22 This is an inevitable feature of a means-tested system. The precise rate at which you withdraw the benefit can be changed, but wherever you draw the line the trap persists to some extent.

The way sanctions have been applied in the UK benefits system in recent years has also been appalling in many cases. Sanctions are applied when claimants are judged not to have complied with certain requirements. A comprehensive analysis of the sanctions regime in 2018 concluded they are ‘largely ineffective’ in getting people to work, ‘do little’ to improve motivation, ‘routinely trigger profoundly negative personal, financial, health and behavioural outcomes’ and ‘for a substantial minority [lead to] … increased poverty, and on occasions, destitution’.23

So Universal Credit is means tested and conditional. Means testing is based on the idea that benefits received should only go to those who need them. Meanwhile, conditionality is based on the intuition that if benefits are unconditional, people will not work. The problem with the approach as manifested in the current system is that it is disempowering and alienating. It creates an unequal and disrespectful relationship between the state and its citizens (a problem I return to more fully in Chapter 14) because it assumes that the claimant is dishonest, will try to manipulate the system and cannot be trusted.

It is against this backdrop that the advocates of the freedom dividend make their case. It upends the unequal relationship by giving people autonomy over how they use the resources they are given to live on. Rather than catching them when they fall, a regular source of income provides a foundation on which to stand and a choice about whether to care, work or learn. People will, it is argued, be freed from welfare bureaucracy. It addresses the issue of economic insecurity in an era when few are guaranteed a job for life, and the economic cushion it provides means people can afford to take risks. It also gives them the ability to say no to a boss who wants to underpay or exploit them, rebalancing power at work.

There will always be the worry that people will simply fritter the money away, but the logic behind the freedom dividend is that people are basically decent, and it is the self-fulfilling prophecies of an untrusting state that make them more likely to behave otherwise. This is a bet on human beings. It says that if we give people freedom, they will use it wisely. What is more, the argument goes, if we are entering an era when computers and robots are likely to replace even more of our jobs, the freedom dividend is a way to protect people as the technological storm rolls in.

All of this sounds very attractive, but the big question is whether in practice it would actually work. Let’s start with the supposed Achilles heel of the freedom dividend: if you give people money with no strings attached, won’t everyone just stop working? Well no, actually. A recent study examining various experiments that have been conducted over the years concluded, ‘The evidence does not suggest an average worker will drop out of the labour force when provided with unconditional cash, even when the transfer is large.’24 A recent, albeit fairly limited Finnish trial of UBI found little impact on employment either way – neither encouraging nor disincentivising work.25 This is supported by decades of evidence from Alaska. Even though the payments there are insufficient to live on, we might expect that if a full freedom dividend is likely to disincentivise people from working altogether, then there might be at least some reduction in people’s appetite for work. Just 1 per cent of Alaskans say the PFD has had such an effect on their work habits. Indeed, more people say it has increased their incentive to work.26 So the notion that people will simply give up working as a result of a freedom dividend has not – on the evidence so far – been seen on anything like a level which should cause concern.

These results shouldn’t surprise us. The freedom dividend provides a foundation, but only that. Most people want to earn more than a basic minimum, and earning money is not their only reason to work – it can give meaning to our lives. So the freedom dividend should be seen as complementary to, rather than a replacement for, work. At the same time, one of the arguments made for the freedom dividend is that it would enable those with children to work less in order to spend more time caring for them. If the freedom dividend allowed some people to spend a bit more time looking after their children or caring for elderly relatives, would that really be a bad thing?

While fears about the freedom dividend haven’t been borne out by trials, some hopes have been realised. In US experiments in the 1970s there were positive impacts on nutrition, high school attendance, grades and test scores for children.27 In Alaska the PFD has helped it buck the trend towards greater income inequality. Between the 1980s and 2000s Alaska was the only state in the US where the incomes of the bottom 20 per cent grew faster than those of the top 20 per cent.28 Meanwhile, the recent Finnish trial found positive effects on mental wellbeing, alleviating depression and improving happiness and satisfaction with life.29 As one participant said, ‘the most significant effect of basic income is psychological’. It eased the stress and fear related to her financial struggles every month.30

You might now see why these ideas appeal to both Left and Right. They diminish the role of the state in one way, while expanding it in another. They prioritise autonomy and freedom, values often championed by the Right, but aim to ensure a more equal society, something valued by the Left. Most fundamentally they cross ideological lines in addressing what we really value in our society: family, care, compassion and, above all, people being the authors of their own lives.

However, before we get too excited, two rather big obstacles stand in the way of introducing a freedom dividend. First, the question of ethos. While in practice it appears not to have discouraged work, some people worry about the principle of giving people ‘money for nothing’. In other words, the freedom dividend might have the paradoxical characteristic that it works in practice but not in theory. Some left-wing thinkers agree. André Gorz, a famous thinker of the 1960s and 70s who was partly responsible for reviving the idea of the shorter working week, wrote, ‘Excusing people from working by securing them an income anyway is not a way of giving them full membership of their society. You cannot become a member of any community if you have no obligation whatsoever towards it. Being a member of a group means that you can rely on the others, but also that they can rely on you. There can be no inclusion without reciprocal obligations.’31

The second problem is money. As one academic has summarised it, ‘An affordable UBI is inadequate, and an adequate UBI is unaffordable.’32 In the particular circumstances of Alaska’s windfall, the Permanent Fund Dividend is a nice thing to have but not enough to live on. On the other hand, providing one that is enough to live on would be prohibitively expensive. This was Hillary Clinton’s conclusion.

It certainly feels that way when you look at the numbers. There are a range of estimates, but one analysis suggests that a freedom dividend even set at existing benefit levels would cost £76 billion annually (around 4 per cent of national income), including savings on means-tested benefits, which really is an eye-watering sum.33 Separate payments for housing costs would continue under this model, and if payments for disability are protected, which is essential, the cost rises significantly further. One of the problems of a universal payment is that we do not have universal needs. The freedom dividend could not replace all of the targeted benefits of our current welfare system without people with specific needs missing out.

The question we must ask is under what circumstances the freedom dividend could ever be the number one priority for spending such a large amount of money. In other words, why would you spend money on financing a freedom dividend which will be paid to all irrespective of income, when we face poverty, the climate crisis, underfunded public services and dozens of other pressing issues? Governments always have a limited amount of money to spend and an endless number of problems they need to address. The rationale for means testing is that it enables governments to target the money they have on those who need it most.

There is merit in this argument, but while it is true that means testing concentrates benefits on a smaller population, much depends on the levels at which benefits are set, and that in turn depends on the political support for the benefits in question. In fact, there are good reasons for thinking that targeted systems enjoy less overall public support, so that targeting benefits on the poor might lead to the effect of reducing what poor people receive. As the social scientist Richard Titmuss famously put it, ‘services for poor people have always tended to be poor quality services’.34 What are the untouchable things in British politics? The NHS and pensions. Both are universal, not targeted or means tested. In contrast, those on means-tested social security benefits have, until recently, attracted little public sympathy. This may have changed in the light of some of the catastrophic problems of Universal Credit, but the general point still holds. Services and benefits that go to more people enjoy more support. Titmuss was right.

You could argue we have seen this principle in practice during the pandemic with the furlough scheme, under which people have been paid a proportion of their lost wages. It has been incredibly popular. Lots of other countries have this kind of system in place permanently for sickness or maternity pay, and people who lose their jobs get a fixed proportion of their previous income for at least the initial period of unemployment.35 We used to have something like this in the UK, and there are remnants of the practice, such as mothers receiving 90 per cent of their previous earnings in statutory maternity pay for the first six weeks (a subject we return to in the next chapter).

For me, the freedom dividend has one big selling point: the promise of a foundation on which people can stand which would give them real freedom over their own lives. For that reason the idea deserves to be kept under consideration, but realistically, even going big, I can’t see it happening any time soon. Apart from anything else, with all the other problems and challenges we face, there are higher priorities. Nonetheless, the principle of guaranteeing everyone a share of the nation’s wealth remains relevant, and there is another way of making this happen, one that could sit alongside a more conventional social security system. It draws on Paine’s idea for a universal social inheritance, the lump sum payment on reaching adulthood.

In one sense, Paine’s Agrarian Justice speaks very much to the era that he was living through – he suggested, for example, that a prudent twenty-one-year-old might use the fifteen pounds given to them on reaching adulthood to invest in a cow. But in another sense his idea has proved timeless. In fact, believe it or not, a generation of British young people is beginning to benefit from a policy directly inspired by Paine’s legacy.

Back in the mid-2000s the Labour government introduced the Child Trust Fund – putting £250 into a savings account for every baby born after September 2002, with an additional £250 for children from low-income families and a commitment to top it up with a further sum at age seven. The children would be able to access the money once they turned eighteen, although family members could add to the amount in the meantime. In September 2020 the first recipients gained access to their accounts.36 Admittedly only some cohorts of young people will benefit from Child Trust Funds, as they were abolished by the Coalition government after 2010, yet six million eighteen-year-olds will eventually benefit from an average of £1,200 each.37

In a limited way this helps address the fact noted earlier that around half of households have less than £1,500 in savings, and it should have a very direct effect on many people’s lives. There is strong evidence that having assets has an impact on people’s wellbeing; significantly, having assets in early adulthood is found to improve employment prospects, wages and health later in life.38 Indeed, it was these wide-ranging impacts of wealth, or rather the lack of it, that underpinned the case for Child Trust Funds more than a decade ago.

Maybe to some readers £1,200 doesn’t sound like very much, but even a relatively modest amount of wealth can make a meaningful difference.39 As Gavin Kelly, who helped conceive the programme, argues, ‘Some people say, “Well what’s the point in doing something which might only give someone £1,000 or £2,000, or whatever it is.” I’ve never heard a person without much money make that point, never. I only ever hear people who’ve got comfortable bank accounts make that point.’40 When we discussed Child Trust Funds on Reasons to be Cheerful, a listener emailed in to say that £1,000 had opened up a world of opportunity for her. Although she was born before Child Trust Funds were established, her parents and grandparents had put £1,000 in a savings accounts that she could access on turning eighteen. She used it to buy a laptop and told us, ‘That laptop carried me through my undergraduate degree. I used it to apply to my dream MSc programme in Germany, to help me learn two languages, learn to code, and keep in touch with friends and family … and then to work remotely in [my] job for three months during lockdown … it made the absolute world of difference in terms of access to higher education and jobs.’

All of the evidence suggests this applies more widely: according to the research, ‘assets do not need to be large to have a positive significant effect’ on wages, employment and physical and mental health.41 So, in principle, there is a case to be made for reviving something similar to the Child Trust Fund. Of course the larger the sum, the greater the impact; an ambitious version of the plan involves all young adults being given a sum of £10,000.42

As things stand, we face a staggering wealth inequality problem. Inequality is measured using something called the Gini coefficient, which uses a scale from 0 – perfect equality – to 1, where a single person owns all the income or wealth in a society. Family income inequality in the UK scores 0.34. That’s high by international standards and remains stubbornly so, but inequality of wealth – what a person owns, rather than what they earn –in our country is far worse. Using the Gini coefficient, wealth inequality is 0.66, inequality in value of property owned is 0.71, pensions 0.75 and financial wealth – measuring bank accounts, savings, shares and unsecured debt – is an extraordinary 0.93, reflecting the debts that so many lower- and middle-income people have.43 There is a massive racial wealth gap too. For every £1 that white British families have in the UK, Pakistani families have 50p, Black Caribbean families have just 20p and Black African and Bangladeshi households a mere 10p.44 Child Trust Funds or a similar scheme aren’t going to solve the problem of wealth inequality on their own, but they could begin to ensure wealth was more widely held.

It’s worth saying that the UK’s Child Trust Fund cost a fraction of the freedom dividend – when it was abolished, £500 million a year.45 That’s less than 0.1 per cent of total government spending in 2019. To finance a more ambitious version of such a scheme, obviously general public expenditure is one option, but there is also another way to think about this. In Alaska the PFD came about as a way to prevent oil revenues from being squandered. Norway has similarly benefited from oil revenue and, having invested the money, now has a $1 trillion sovereign wealth fund and is one of the richest countries in the world.46

The UK has also benefited from North Sea oil revenues since the 1980s. By one estimate, if we had created a similar fund to Norway’s it could be worth £500 billion today, but we spent the money instead.47 It might not have been enough to afford even an Alaskan PFD but we could certainly have afforded a very generous version of the Child Trust Fund. There is unfortunately no sign of further windfalls on the scale of North Sea oil coming our way, although the Treasury may get a decent sum from the selling of offshore wind licences.48 And the public finances in the UK will take some time to recover after the economic crisis of coronavirus. But the lost opportunity of North Sea oil revenues should make us at least take seriously the principle of putting money aside and using it to give every citizen a financial stake.

The freedom dividend and social inheritance come from different places and address different issues. The first would likely involve a fundamental overhaul of our welfare system, the second would give people some additional protection while sitting alongside the system. But they are united by the principle of sharing the nation’s resources to promote economic security and freedom. Each offers a clear example of how a new social contract could guarantee everyone a material stake in our economy. The one-off sum of social inheritance would do less to promote security and, unless set at a high level, do less to fundamentally reorder the way our society works, but it would still be a world away from where we are today, and is far more likely to come about. As we see a generation of young people benefiting from Child Trust Funds over the next few years, we will be able to gauge their effects, and it may become easier to imagine something similar being introduced. Some form of social inheritance could profoundly change our society by establishing the principle that each person is entitled to a share of the nation’s wealth in order to provide them with real freedom, which only the better-off have today.

What I am certain about is that in the light of the pandemic and all it has revealed –inequality in incomes and wealth, the inadequacy of our welfare system and benefits, the precariousness of people’s finances, the real risks and insecurity many are having to cope with as a result – we cannot carry on as we are. However we choose to change, we cannot allow these deep injustices to disappear beneath the waves as we return to normal life.




CHAPTER 4

Family Values


Women are waking up. They know that men have ruled the world since time immemorial. And how has that world been?

Aðalheiður Bjarnfreðsdóttir, representative of Sókn, a trade union for low-paid women workers1



One Friday at the end of October, Iceland came to a standstill. Schools closed, theatres shut, flights were cancelled. Bank bosses had to staff the tills because their cashiers were not in work. One in ten Icelanders gathered at a mass rally in the capital Reykjavik, demanding a shift in how the country was run. Remarkably, in homes across the nation one half of the population stopped doing all housework, cooking and childcare.

The year was 1975. The protesters were all women. Ninety per cent of Icelandic women went on strike that day in protest at their subordinate role in society.2 The immediate consequences made their point for them: the country couldn’t run without women’s labour, so it was time to value it properly.

Within five years Iceland would pass anti-pay-discrimination laws and elect the first female head of state in Europe. Shortly afterwards, the Women’s Alliance Party was formed, and women were elected to 15 per cent of the seats in parliament.3 Fast-forward to today, and Iceland has one of the highest percentages of women in work at 85 per cent, has legislation in place to mandate equal pay in all firms with over twenty-five employees, has a law stipulating that 40 per cent of positions on company boards are to be filled by women and provides childcare for almost all one-to-five-year-olds. It also currently has a woman prime minister. No wonder the country has topped the global Gender Equality Index for more than ten years in a row.4

Perhaps the most forward-thinking and transformative aspect of Iceland’s policies when it comes to the roles of women and men – and which provides the inspiration for this chapter – is that it is now the European and arguably the world’s leader in equal parental leave. On the birth of a child, each parent in Iceland is entitled to five months away from work, paid at 80 per cent of their salary. The parents share a further two months that can be divided between them as they wish. Fathers in Iceland take a higher proportion of total parental leave than anywhere else in the world.5 Importantly, same-sex couples have the same entitlement as mixed-sex couples.

I said at the start of Part I that our two previous social contracts are not coming back and nor, for various reasons, would we want them to. One of the reasons for this is that both had deep gender discrimination baked into their expectations of the way most people would and should lead their lives. Any new social contract has to have gender equality at its heart. Paid parental leave is a crucial part of the social contract because it determines how we as a society support those who want to have a family and how we share the ‘risk’ – in the sense of cushioning the impact – of having children on parents’ ability to work and earn an income. The right kind of parental leave can therefore help build a world where mothers are better able to balance work and family, and ultimately where women and men have equal freedoms and opportunities.

Yet too often gender equality is framed as only being about how to extend to women the chance to compete on the same terms as men but in a society defined in the traditional image of men’s lives – centred around work. Our ambition should be to build a world where men engage equally in the caring that has historically been done by women, and in so doing reorder the values of work, family and love so that work does not always come first.

At the risk of Nordic fatigue, these issues were explained very well by a former Swedish prime minister, Olof Palme. In 1970 he gave a far-sighted speech entitled ‘The Emancipation of Man’. ‘We have talked long enough about the emancipation of women, of the problem of women’s role in society. But in order that women shall be emancipated from their antiquated role the men must also be emancipated … We say that the aim over the long run must be that men and women should be given the same rights, obligations and work assignments in society.’6 If a Swedish leader could be talking about this fifty years ago, surely we can reach for something better as a country today.

Having had this dose of optimism, let us now consider the cold reality of where Britain currently stands on these issues, which has been made starkly apparent during the pandemic. One of the uncomfortable truths about our society is that, when it comes to juggling work and family, it is mothers who have often shouldered the lion’s share of the responsibility. Parents have faced stress as never before during Covid-19, with many combining working from home with looking after children and home-schooling. Detailed research in the UK during the first lockdown showed that under pressure traditional gender roles reinforced themselves. Fathers working at home managed double the amount of uninterrupted work time on average compared to mothers in the same situation.7 You might wonder if this is a consequence of fathers’ earnings generally being higher, and therefore the family making an economic decision about whose work to prioritise. But even in families where the mother was the higher earner, they undertook an average of one and a half hours more childcare each day. The pandemic has revealed that we have a long way to go – a very long way – in the pursuit of gender equality.

It won’t surprise you to learn, however, that there has been a revolution in attitudes and expectations in recent decades. As recently as the 1980s, the British Social Attitudes survey tells us, half the public agreed that ‘a man’s job is to earn money’ and ‘a woman’s job is to look after the home and family’. Today it is down to nearer one in ten.8 Fathers today spend seven times more quality time with their kids than they did forty years ago.9 So although under Covid-19 fathers weren’t sharing the burden equally, they were doing proportionately more childcare than they had ever done before.10 There has been a wholesale change in cultural attitudes and norms – not to complete equality, but a big change.

What is so interesting is that our institutions are miles behind our attitudes – and I think that explains lots of our problems. This is most apparent when it comes to employment. Fathers’ requests for flexible working (such as part-time employment) are refused at almost twice the rate of mothers’. Dads who ask to work part time are judged by potential employers to be less committed to their jobs than mothers who make the same request. Unsurprisingly, dads are therefore twice as likely to fear that asking for flexible working will damage their careers.11

I can speak to this from personal experience. Two months after I became leader of the Labour Party in 2010, my wife Justine had our second child, Sam. I took less than a measly two weeks off and already there was muttering. Of course being the leader of a political party is an unusual job, and you might think the muttering had more to do with my leadership (probably true). But clearly it’s not just me.

Indeed, it’s when a baby is born that the gender pay gap between men and women really takes off, and, given the support available, that’s not surprising. There is a yawning disparity between what is available to mothers and fathers. In the UK mothers are entitled to 90 per cent of their salary for six weeks, then a flat-rate payment of around £150 a week for thirty-three weeks, and subsequently thirteen weeks’ unpaid leave.12 In practice, some but by no means all employers offer better arrangements to mothers.13 This is an extremely ungenerous system by international standards particularly in monetary terms, but the support for fathers is even less generous: a miserable two weeks’ paternity leave paid at a flat rate of around £150 a week.14 That’s it for dedicated father’s leave. Just two weeks. One survey found that more than nine out of ten British fathers say they would do ‘whatever it takes’ to be involved in the early weeks of their child’s life. But fathers in the UK were among the most likely to cite financial constraints as the biggest barrier to taking more leave with their newly born or adopted child.15 The state support available to new British fathers clearly implies that they are expected to take a brief paternal pit stop, often at financial cost to the family, and then speed off back to work as if nothing has changed.

This situation holds us back and reinforces gendered roles, rather than challenges them. UK parental leave provision is designed for the twentieth-century economy of men at work and women at home. A wholesale reordering is required.

As we contemplate what that reordering should look like, it is worth considering why previous efforts to remedy the problem have failed. In 2015 the government introduced arrangements whereby the nine months of maternity pay and the three months of unpaid leave could be shared between mothers and fathers. When it was introduced Deputy Prime Minister Nick Clegg heralded it thus: ‘For too long, mums have been told their place is at home with their child, while dads return to work. I want parents to choose for themselves how to balance work and family.’16 Unfortunately, and despite undoubted good intentions, this is not the way it has worked out. When the government introduced the policy, it anticipated that between 2 and 8 per cent of eligible fathers would use the new option of sharing leave. While official figures are opaque, take-up is thought to be running very much at the lower end of that.17

Why is this? First of all, various qualification requirements render as many as half of households ineligible.18 But even for those who do qualify, the £150 flat-rate payment represents less than twenty hours per week of work at the current statutory living wage of £8.91. For the vast majority of families, that means a substantial drop in earnings. The pressure is therefore on the lower-paid parent to give up work. Here, the reality of the gender pay gap delivers a double whammy: in couple families with at least one working parent, only one mother in five earns the same as or more than her partner.19 Given that fathers are so much more likely to be earning more, it often simply doesn’t make financial sense for the man to take substantial leave.

This situation brings to mind the philosopher R. H. Tawney’s famous lines about dining at the Ritz: ‘the right of all who can afford it to dine at the Ritz … must be accompanied by conditions which ensure that … [it] can in fact be exercised’.20 For many fathers, the freedom to choose to give up work is about as attainable as dining at the Ritz. The right of fathers to take parental leave has got to be accompanied by policies that enable them to do so.

What’s more, as experts warned at the time, there is something inherently problematic with the design, even the concept, of shared leave. The wearying thing is that if we had looked at the Nordic countries, we would have seen that they went through exactly the same failed experiment almost fifty years ago – about the time Nick Clegg and I were toddlers. In 1974, in the spirit of Olof Palme’s speech that I cited earlier, Sweden became the first country in the world to introduce not just maternity leave and pay but shared parental leave – to be taken by the father or the mother. But twenty years after the 1974 reforms, fathers were only taking 10 per cent of the total leave – the remaining 90 per cent taken by mothers. Half of men took absolutely no leave at all.21 ‘Men did what they had always done: work,’ according to the deputy prime minister of the time, Bengt Westerberg. ‘Women were much better at breaking into the men’s world than the other way round. We had done only half the revolution.’22

Offering shared leave removes none of the pressures we have described, neither the cultural ones, which would have been strong in 1974 and remain so in many environments today, nor the financial ones – on men to keep working and women to be the primary care-givers. It is the equivalent of granting a mother the right to give up some of her leave to her partner (at a financial loss) rather than actually providing couples with a real choice.

It was the absence of men from what has become known as the second shift (unpaid work in the home) that powered a further movement for change, beginning in the 1990s in places like Sweden and Iceland. This resulted in a crucial adjustment: the father’s months of leave would be provided on a use-it-or-lose-it basis, paid at a generous level, as a high proportion of previous income. The effects of use-it-or-lose-it have been dramatic. The proportion of total leave taken by fathers in Sweden has risen to 29 per cent.23 If anything, it’s been even more striking in Iceland. In 1995, with no paid paternity leave, men took just 0.1 per cent of leave. In the year 2000, after fathers became entitled to two weeks’ paid leave, as in Britain today, they took 3 per cent of total leave.24 Today, on the latest figures available, men are taking 30 per cent of the total.25

The benefits of this policy go beyond mitigating the immediate effects of childbirth on women’s careers or giving fathers more time with their new-born children. All the evidence suggests that it has long-term effects on the division of labour in the home. According to a recent study, when scrutinising what could make a difference to this, ‘Only one specific family policy stood out: non-transferable paid paternal leave – also known as a father’s quota. When use-it-or-lose-it paid leave was offered, men participated more at home.’26 Another study confirmed this, showing that fathers who took leave around childbirth were still doing more childcare when their children were two and three years old.27 There is even evidence that nine years after a baby’s birth paternity leave has had long-term effects on the quality of father–child relationships.28

The case for adopting use-it-or-lose-it paternity leave at a level that provides a proper choice is overwhelming. But this is just the start. Making our aspirations for gender equality a reality will take much more than this. In the Nordic countries the commitment to paternity leave is embedded in a much wider network of policies, including generously paid maternity leave, comprehensive childcare arrangements and a commitment to flexible working hours. Again, here the UK finds itself well behind the pack, coming twenty-eighth out of thirty-one of the world’s richest countries in a recent ranking of family-friendly policies by UNICEF. Our highest ranking is for childcare enrolment for under-threes, yet even here we lag miles behind the Nordic countries.29 The average British family with a two-year-old child spends 34 per cent of its income on childcare compared to 5 per cent for a Swedish family.30 It’s worth underlining that British parents face some of the highest childcare costs in the world because of the relative lack of government support.31 That further reduces the employment rate of women in particular because these costs frequently outweigh the financial benefit from earning. (We will return to these issues in Chapter 7.)

The results of the Nordic countries’ approach are plain to see. They have significantly lower gender gaps in both employment and pay.32 Estimates suggest that the rise in women’s employment is also responsible for a significant proportion of their economic growth. And some argue that greater gender equality even leads to greater happiness among both girls and boys as it leads to societies with greater social and emotional support.33 By now you are probably convinced that the Nordics are a great place to live when it comes to gender equality, even if they still have some way yet to go, but the interesting question is not just what good looks like but how they got there. More to the point, how can we make it happen here?

If you want gender equality, you’ve got to think about who is in the room making decisions. Equal political representation matters. After the 2019 general election in the UK, we patted ourselves on the back about the record number of female MPs elected. Women made up 34 per cent of MPs, albeit just 25 per cent of the governing Conservative Party.34 But leaving aside the fact that that is still only a third of MPs, even this put us well behind the Nordics. Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden were all above 34 per cent female representation more than twenty years ago.35 It’s no wonder we seem decades behind them in our family policies when we are decades behind in political representation. Dig into the history and the connection between the two is absolutely crucial.

By the late 1960s, 15 per cent of Swedish MPs were women (compared to only 4 per cent in the UK).36 They challenged the male breadwinner model – the notion that men were the workers and women should stay at home. Their arguments were given impetus by a shortage of labour and the resulting need for women to go out to work, but it is surely no coincidence that it was women who made them. More recently, a German study showed that when a woman won a local council election, the expansion of childcare provision in the relevant area accelerated by an average of 40 per cent. Having women in positions of political power changes the political conversation and changes policy.37

Of course, the Nordic countries also have very strong social democratic traditions emphasising equality – unlike the UK, where our first woman Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, stood for a much more individualised, market-based politics. Indeed, it is that context that helps explain how women got into positions of political power earlier in these countries, and thus were able to advocate for the relatively advanced state of gender relations and family policy now enjoyed in them. The demand for women’s equality drew on a wider prevailing political philosophy – in Iceland, as we saw, women were willing to go on strike for the cause – establishing a virtuous circle of relative gender equality, women’s participation in work and generous childcare and leave arrangements.

We in the UK feel a long way from this virtuous circle. Indeed, we seem at times to be in a vicious circle – a labour market still divided by gender, lower employment for women than in Scandinavia, weak childcare arrangements and poor parental leave – in which the lives of men, dominated by work rather than family, tend to define what we mean by success and shape the world of work in their image.

Changing this work culture is something that employers can and increasingly will have to play a part in (as we discuss further in Chapter 8). Sensing that public policy lags behind the values they espouse, British multinational insurer Aviva decided in 2017 to give equal paid time off to fathers and mothers – six months each. As they said in explaining their decision, ‘We believe that unconscious hiring and promotional bias is inevitable in any system that treats men and women differently when they become parents. We also know that parenting is seen as equally important no matter people’s gender.’38 Has it worked? Undoubtedly yes. After a year, 500 Aviva employees had taken advantage of the policy, almost half of whom were men.39

Aviva concluded that it helped their business too, improving the working environment for parents at the company and in particular giving men new insights into the pressures that mothers face in balancing work and family life.40 Of course, even funded by government, as opposed to a company making the decision itself, use-it-or-lose-it parental leave could place additional pressures on businesses. But this shows that there are definitely benefits too. Sam White, director of public policy at Aviva, was one of those who benefited:


What I’ve gained from it is feeling very bonded with my kids. I got to do a lot of that stuff that many dads don’t have the opportunity to do, for good or for ill, scraping porridge off the floor, but great stuff, like parks and feeding ducks and toddler groups. I don’t think I’d have had the time to memorise every lyric in Frozen … It’s becoming a cultural norm within the organisation, in part, because people are going out of their way to talk about it and say this is not a career limiting thing, that we know people value their family life and we want you to.41



This demonstrates something very significant: when given a real choice, fathers will take up paid leave as much as mothers. There is no iron rule that says it will always be mothers. The opportunities available shape the culture, custom and practice. The flip side of this is that if we do manage to change expectations, then those expectations can themselves become a powerful force for change in policy. Imagine if it was expected that men should spend more time with their children, to the extent that not to allow it was considered outdated or even sexist. What more would we be demanding from government? How would employers act?

The direction of the Nordic countries continues to be illuminating. Iceland has steadily increased the number of months of leave reserved for fathers.42 Finland is planning to extend its parental leave to nearly seven months for each parent, albeit with the option to transfer about half of this to the other. As with Iceland, this will take a gender-neutral approach, meaning same-sex couples will have the same entitlement as others.43 Once we’re on the path to change, policy and social attitudes can reinforce one another.

Think what more equal parental leave would do for parents, children, our society and economy as a whole. This matters because it would set us on a different path – the possible, opening up what currently might seem impossible. We would start to break free from a culture which loads so much onto women, penalises them for having children, constrains them in a particular stereotype, and, as Palme said, constrains men culturally too. If we get this right, everyone can contribute to economic success and acquire more choice about how they balance work and family life. It would also make a statement about what really matters in our society. Work would not dominate our existence. It could be the start of a remaking of the social contract between women and men and between work and family life. This chapter has also shown there is a crucial role for business in how the social contract can be renewed. That takes us to a much wider discussion about its role in our society.




CHAPTER 5

Everybody’s Business


The businessmen [who] believe that they are defending free enterprise when they declaim that business is not concerned ‘merely’ with profit but also with promoting desirable ‘social’ ends … [are] preaching pure and unadulterated socialism … unwitting puppets of the intellectual forces that have been undermining the basis of a free society these past decades.

Milton Friedman, 13 September 19701



The US outdoor clothing company Patagonia would offend Milton Friedman, one of the most consequential right-wing economists of the last hundred years. Patagonia prides itself on its environmental and social record. It has given out $90 million in grants in the last three decades to environmental causes. It has funded campaigns to stop mining pollution in Alaska, save grizzly bears in Yellowstone National Park and protect forests in Poland. It even sued the US government when the Trump administration tried to remove protection from large parts of a national park. Patagonia pioneered childcare for its employees when it wasn’t fashionable, pays the living wage to all in the company and tells people not to buy its products on Black Friday, giving away 100 per cent of its Black Friday profits.2

Patagonia is one of the most famous examples of a type of company known as a B Corporation (or B Corp), whose enshrined purpose is to be accountable not simply to its shareholders – a corporation’s normal fiduciary duty – but also to its employees, the community and the planet. Other famous B Corps include Ben and Jerry’s (ice cream), the Body Shop (cosmetics retailer), Danone (global food brand) and around 3,700 other firms across the world.3 An example of a British B Corp is Cook, the high-end frozen-meal delivery company. Cook pays its employees the real living wage (independently set at a level to provide an acceptable standard of living, currently £11.05 an hour in London and £9.90 elsewhere),4 limits the salary ratio between its highest- and lowest-paid employee to 15:1, has bought a vacation cabin for workers struggling to afford to pay for holidays, and recruits people facing barriers to employment, including mental health, homelessness or a prison record.5

In different ways, these companies are reaching for a new way of doing business because they feel the old model is bust. Explaining their approach, the co-chair of Cook James Perry, who loves business but hates the current model of capitalism, sounds like a left-wing politician, though maybe more radical than most: ‘It is now clear that the current operating system, which drives relentless profit maximisation, is harming us all in its single-minded conversion of social and natural capital into financial capital. It is a failed and broken system in urgent need of an upgrade.’6 And it’s not just B Corps. For decades, social enterprises including household names such as Café Direct, Belu water and Divine Chocolate have been pioneering a similar approach.7 Beyond these companies, increasing numbers of businesses recognise that their future is not in simply maximising profits but something bigger: the triple bottom line of people, profits and planet. As a leading thinker Colin Mayer describes it, we need purpose-driven businesses that ‘produce profitable solutions to the problems of people and planet, and not profit from producing problems for people or planet’.8

This feels a long way from the quotation at the start of this chapter, which has shaped many of the institutions and practices that we live with today. Milton Friedman was the intellectual guru of politicians like Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher, and his ideas cast a long shadow. The essay quoted, published at the dawn of the 1970s in the New York Times, was not just a provocative intervention but foreshadowed the spirit of an age, a classic exposition of the pursuit of what is known as shareholder value. The kernel of this philosophy is that the job of firms is simply to get on with maximising profits and not to dabble in ‘social purposes’. (The flip side of this is that the best thing governments can do to help them prosper is get out of the way – an assumption we will return to towards the end of the chapter.)

As Friedman put it, the responsibility of an executive ‘is to conduct the business in accordance with [the shareholders’] desires, which generally will be to make as much money as possible while conforming to the basic rules of the society, both those embodied in law and those embodied in ethical custom’. If a company executive acts to ‘reduc[e] pollution beyond the amount that is in the best interests of the corporation or that is required by law … Or hire[s] “hardcore” unemployed instead of better qualified available workmen to contribute to the social objective of reducing poverty’ then the executive is taking over the proper functions of government and acting as ‘simultaneously legislator, executive and jurist’.9 In other words, not doing their job.

In the introduction to Part I, I argued that to succeed a social contract has to guarantee everyone a stake in society. Today, businesses are so powerful in shaping our world that we cannot renew the social contract without discussing their role. And for many people – particularly those working in the private sector – their stake in society is intimately connected to their relationship with business. It is companies that help them meet their basic needs by providing their jobs and paying their salaries. At their best, employers share the burden of life’s inherent risks by offering sick pay, decent pensions and job security to their workers. And yet, over the last forty years or so we have seen too many businesses step back from this role. Indeed, the Friedman essay is a manifesto for them to do so. In the Friedman world a pension for a worker is a burden for the firm that it should eliminate if it can. A contract of guaranteed employment is an annoyance if it can get away with a zero-hours contract instead. Doing right by the planet, beyond the minimum required by law, is a waste of money. In the world where the shareholder is king, everything and everyone else is a dispensable pawn.

However, in recent years we have learned that we need business to think more broadly about its role. Environmental pollution, low wages and workers’ insecurity have real effects on society which the market, left to its devices, does little or nothing to mitigate and are hard for governments to clear up. Yet, at the same time, firms rely absolutely on taxpayer-funded infrastructure and services – from education to the NHS to the transport network – for their success. Business as a whole cannot operate in isolation but has wider obligations to the societies in which it functions and prospers. At the same time, we also need to recognise the power of business to do good. The ingenuity, imagination and inspiration of the private sector is essential for us to be able to overcome so many of the world’s most complex and knotty problems. The idea of the social contract is a recognition that ultimately the fate of businesses, their workers and wider society are intertwined. We rise and fall together.

It is too simplistic to ascribe the problems we have seen simply to the motives of those running businesses. The truth is that most businesses want to create profits and function with social purpose, as do the people who work for them. Just think of the companies that have stepped up in response to the coronavirus crisis, providing free school meals for children, manufacturing ventilators, and looking after their workers. This is true of millions of small and medium-sized businesses in our country, but larger businesses too, which, for example, put climate at the heart of their mission or champion the living wage. It is the rules of the game that make it harder not easier for businesses to do the right thing.

In the 1980s there was massive deregulation of finance in the US and UK. As a result – in contrast to the more staid and stable financial regime of forty years ago – the stock markets are now dominated by hedge funds and other financial institutions chasing short-term returns. As recently as 1990, 50 per cent of shares in Britain’s publicly listed companies (whose shares are quoted on the Stock Exchange) were held by UK pension funds and insurance companies, institutions that traditionally like to invest for the long term. Today that figure is less than 10 per cent. Around 10 per cent of shares are held directly by individuals, who are also for the most part longer-term investors, against 50 per cent in the 1960s. The majority of shares are now held by investment funds with a shorter-term focus on high returns. On average, shares are now held for less than six months, compared to six years in 1950.10 The UK is bottom of the international league when it comes to committed shareholders.11 To put it in the jargon, patient capital has been replaced by impatient capital.

This means that the pressure on companies to earn a fast buck is much more intense than before, which in turn accounts for the fact that in the UK dividend payouts to shareholders are consistently much higher than the average across the world.12 The pressure companies face to keep their share price up has also led to an unprecedented surge in share buybacks – where companies use their profits not to invest in themselves or develop new lines of business but to buy their shares back from their shareholders, thus reducing the number of shares in circulation and so raising, temporarily at least, the price of each remaining share. In the US $6 trillion was spent on share buybacks between 2010 and 2019.13 In the same period in the UK, FTSE 100 companies gave back an eye-watering £136 billion more to shareholders through buybacks than they raised from them by issuing new shares.14 It’s no wonder the Bank of England estimates that only one in four businesses prioritises investment as a use of internal funds.15

Today, more than a decade on from the financial crisis, there are strong signs that the Friedman model is in disrepute. A recent poll showed that more than seven out of ten people believe ‘Capitalism isn’t working well or is harmful to the UK economy’ and a similar number think that ‘Business should have a legal responsibility to the planet and people, alongside maximising profits.’16 If the public as a whole has lost faith with the kind of capitalism we have, younger generations are even more sceptical. A large majority of millennials (those born between 1983 and 1994) across thirty-six countries believe that business leaders ‘have no ambition beyond wanting to make money’, and the opinion of them held by Gen Z – the generation born in 1995 and after – is if anything even lower.17

The corporate world has also changed its tune. In 2019 the Business Roundtable, an association of the CEOs of the largest multinationals in the US, formally abandoned its belief, held for the previous two decades, in shareholder primacy, favouring instead ‘a commitment to all stakeholders’ – although there are reasons to be sceptical about how serious this commitment really is.18 This is where B Corps and others come in. The B Corp movement provides a standard by which to assess and certify that commitment. It measures a company on a number of metrics: governance, workers, community, environment and consumers. To achieve certification as a B Corp, the firm must also make a legal change, replacing its primary duty to shareholders with legally enshrined duties to multiple stakeholders.

How stringent are the B Corp criteria and how well does the movement address the problems of shareholder value? It’s possible to argue this both ways. On the one hand, one in ten B Corps in the US don’t pay the living wage and some companies in the highly controversial US prison business have managed to get themselves registered as B Corps.19 On the other hand, there is reason to believe that becoming a B Corp is more than just corporate whitewash. After Etsy, the online marketplace for handmade goods, got B Corp certification, its shareholders became unhappy with the constraints and it eventually deregistered.20 So the change must have counted for something.

What’s also remarkable is that the B Corp idea, started by three friends in the 2000s, has now spawned legislation in thirty-eight US states that allows companies to officially incorporate with a wider social purpose of creating public benefit – for say society or the environment – alongside benefit to shareholders. Some 10,000 companies have used this to become ‘public benefit corporations’.21 And it’s not just states run by Democrats. B Corp legislation was even signed by Donald Trump’s vice president, Mike Pence, when governor of Indiana, as well as many other Republican governors.

I can understand the suspicion. If supporters of Donald Trump are happy with the idea, just how radical can it be? The key thing to understand about the legislation is that it provides a mechanism for companies to choose how to run themselves. It does not force them to do so in a particular way. In that sense, it gives business greater freedom, not less. That’s partly why it got the support of Republicans as well as Democrats. But there is another, more intriguing reason for the support. In the US, the country that modelled Milton Friedman’s form of capitalism, there is now a bipartisan recognition that it isn’t working. In the words of Marco Rubio, former Republican presidential candidate, ‘Nothing about [shareholder primacy] guarantees that capital will be deployed to the [most] productive ends … [It] has tilted business decision-making towards delivering returns quickly and predictably to investors, rather than building long-term capabilities through investment and production … and [it] has resulted in a diminished understanding of the role workers play and the risk they undertake in the value creation process.’22

The freedom to choose is what has helped gain the B Corps support, but it is also likely to be insufficient for the kind of change we need. Even if the B-Corp movement grew exponentially, what about those firms that either have no interest in moving away from the shareholder-value model or are incapable of doing so? We cannot simply rely on the good intentions of the many well-motivated businesses – welcome though they are. It is the legal system – and dry as it might sound, company law specifically – that has always shaped the rights and responsibilities of firms and those who run them.

In the UK the crux of the issue is the disputed meaning of Section 172 of the 2006 UK Companies Act – passed by a Labour government. This states that a company director should ‘have regard’ to the interests of employees, suppliers, customers and the environment, but their primary duty must be to act in a way to ‘promote the success of the company for the benefit of its members [shareholders] as a whole’.23 Some people interpret this as an affirmation of the primacy of shareholder value, others that the law clearly points to a wide array of other interests and should be described as ‘enlightened shareholder value’. In reality, whenever there is a conflict between the interests of shareholders and other stakeholders, it is the shareholder who is likely to win out – as the current law requires that. As Andy Haldane, chief economist of the Bank of England, says of the act, ‘for the first time in history, shareholder primacy had been hard-wired into companies’ statutory purposes’.24 Since then, changes in 2018 to the Corporate Governance Code do mean that companies over a certain size are expected, for the first time, to explain their fundamental purpose, values and strategy and to show how they are engaging with stakeholders.25 However, the code is voluntary and subordinate to the 2006 legislation.

That’s why in the UK the B Corp movement and others want to see a fundamental rewriting of Section 172 in order, in their words, to ‘reset capitalism’.26 Under the new model the core purpose of every business would be to produce benefit not simply for its shareholders but wider society, including its workers and the environment. This would reshape the duties of every company director and force boards to develop strategies and business plans that benefit all stakeholders. By rewriting a key part of company law it would enshrine a different approach. Shareholders would retain a central role, but other stakeholders would have parity, and there would be no way any business or director could contract out of these requirements. It would also help shield those running companies against short-term shareholder pressure and help protect the best businesses from being undercut by the less scrupulous.

All very well, you might think, but don’t shareholders bear the risk of things going wrong and therefore deserve their top spot in the pecking order? Actually, it’s more complicated than that. If a company goes bust, shareholders’ liability is strictly limited by law, and while most shareholders today own stock in many different companies, most employees rely exclusively on one company – the one that employs them – for their income, so it is they who arguably bear most risk from it going under.27 More to the point, it’s at best dubious that the pursuit of shareholder value at the cost of other stakeholders has served the country well, economically or socially. Over the last thirty years, while the proportion of company cash going to shareholders has increased, the proportion being reinvested in companies has fallen.28 Increasingly, when it comes to business investment, our economy lags behind other major countries. And while we have great, world-class companies, we also lag behind many of our competitors in productivity.29

While it is difficult to establish causality, it is notable that many of the countries ahead of us in productivity do not have this shareholder primacy model. Indeed, it’s only in the English-speaking world that it’s the predominant one. Japan, Germany, France and Scandinavia follow much more of a stakeholder model. This means employees in particular take their rightful place as a priority alongside, and not secondary to, shareholders. German corporate law, for example, defines the role of a company’s board as governing the corporation for the ‘good of the enterprise, its multiple stakeholders, and society at large’.30

Those advocating the reform of Section 172 maintain that it would not sacrifice profitability and success in order to treat other stakeholders better; they believe it can produce more successful companies. They argue that the short-term, dividend-maximising approach tends to discourage the investment essential for long-term success. Employees and customers care about values, so purpose-driven companies may also be in a better position to attract the right workforce and build customer loyalty.

Of course, one new clause in the companies act would not be enough on its own to solve the problems of UK capitalism but it could be the linchpin of a different future. There are an array of other reforms that could also make a difference. In Chapter 15 I look at ownership models, including cooperatives and employee-owned firms, which lead firms to prioritise other stakeholders, particularly workers. Another need that it is absolutely vital to address is the availability of patient capital, and one solution is reform that encourages asset owners to become long-term ‘stewards’ of companies. The other is to find new sources of such capital. And here we return to the assumption that I touched on briefly towards the start of the chapter about the nature of the relationship between business and government.

Just as we need a new relationship between businesses and society, so too a new bargain must be forged between business and the state, one in which government does not just get out of the way but actively supports business instead. The term ‘industrial strategy’ refers to how government uses the various levers at its disposal (subsidies, tax breaks, research grants, infrastructure support, regulation, competition policy) to create the conditions in which businesses can thrive. In this way of thinking, the state defines the big challenges facing society and effectively says to businesses, ‘These are our priorities. We’ll support you to help us solve them together.’ One of the most remarkable successes over the last decade is the fall in the cost of renewable energy like onshore wind that I mentioned in Chapter 1, but this only happened because governments around the world found ways of subsidising its take-up – it was only as more wind turbines and solar panels were produced that their prices fell to commercially attractive levels.

The corollary is that for those businesses that tackle government priorities, the state becomes a source of finance – in other words, patient capital. Industrial policy that supports businesses with both loans and investment is quite normal in other countries, including France, Germany and even the United States, whose governments recognise that markets on their own may be too impatient to fund certain kinds of industries that are important to the economy over the long term, particularly emerging technologies. Such support is provided in the form of loans from public investment banks and, in some cases, by public institutions taking a stake in a company.

Some companies which are now household names started out with government support, including in the US, where there is an ironic contrast between the country’s rhetorical commitment to the swashbuckling corporate entrepreneur succeeding on their own and the reality of state and private sector succeeding together. Apple, now a trillion-dollar company, started out with public investment funding from the state of Illinois in 1980.31 Elon Musk doesn’t boast about it, but Tesla got a $465 million loan at a crucial moment in 2009 from the US government.32 Indeed, examples abound all round the world. In Chapter 19 we will hear the story of a Danish fossil-fuel company that has transformed itself into a renewable energy company in just a decade. That was only made possible by being 80 per cent state-owned and through patient long-term government finance.

Governments can also make a difference by contributing to the research and development which underpins private-sector success. As a leading scholar in this area, Mariana Mazzucato, points out, the iPhone is an extraordinary invention, but it depends on the internet, whose predecessor was funded by the US Department of Defense, on GPS technology, which began as a US military programme, and on touchscreen technology, which was funded by grants from the National Science Foundation. Even Siri was a spin-off of a US Defense Department project.33

Constructing this partnership between the state and private enterprise in such a way that the taxpayer doesn’t take on an unfair share of risk is complex. In the 1970s state involvement in industry got a bad name in the UK as it became synonymous with bailing out failing companies. There is also the danger that public-sector support is not rewarded with a fair return when companies or products succeed. But there is rightly now a growing consensus across most of the political spectrum that we have been prisoners of that history for too long. As a country, if we are to succeed, we need to learn from other nations which have been implementing successful industrial strategies for decades, while we in Britain have been sitting on the sidelines.

The experience of tackling Covid, in which government and business have had to work hand in hand, and the potentially even greater challenge of fostering a long-term economic recovery from it, only reinforces this imperative. The truth is that we face such serious challenges, the state cannot abdicate its crucial role in being an active partner with business in creating economic success, and business cannot ignore its responsibilities to society. In other words, we need a new social contract between government and business. Meanwhile, up and down the country many businesses are showing that they can generate jobs, innovation and wealth without subscribing to a Friedmanite view of the world. Many, many businesses want to contribute to our society, and at the moment we have institutions that stand in their way.

Indeed, there are people in every sector of society – from business to government to civil society – who want to be part of building something better, but too often their values are at odds with the way our country is run. In Part II I move on from how to rebuild the social contract to the question of how those values can guide the institutions of our economy and society.




Part II



LIFE BEYOND THE MARKET





To allow the market mechanism to be the sole director of the fate of human beings and their natural environment … would result in the demolition of society.

Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation1

Economics are the method; the object is to change the heart and soul.

Margaret Thatcher, 19812



At its core a market is simply a mechanism for people to exchange goods or services – food or houses, holidays or haircuts – for money. The market mechanism has become one of the most powerful tools in our society and a vital part of our large, complex and ever-changing modern economies. It has huge creative potential. In classical economics the promise of markets is that they translate the self-interest and free choices of individuals into unintended benefits for society. One of the most famous quotes in economics comes from Adam Smith: ‘It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own self-interest.’3

Yet it won’t have escaped your attention that so many of the problems we discussed in Part I are rooted in markets. Fossil-fuel companies have a market incentive to continue to find new ways to drill for oil and gas despite the existential threat of the climate crisis. The private sector has failed to build enough affordable houses because developers can profit from choking the housing supply. Some businesses fail to provide job security, decent wages or sufficient flexibility for their workers, figuring they can profit from driving down the costs of employment, regardless of the impact on workers’ wellbeing. In each of these cases, it is clear that there is no guarantee that the outcomes of exchanges in the market are the best outcomes for society.

Over the last thirty or forty years market mechanisms have come to dominate the way our society is run. We have seen weaker constraints on the operation of the market – diluted employment protections for workers and less regulation of institutions like banks and financial markets. We have seen fewer islands of protection from the market – a diminishing of the welfare safety net. And we have seen greater levels of inequality translated into the increased ability of a wealthy few to exercise power in the market. In the words of philosopher Michael Sandel, ‘without quite realizing it … we drifted from having a market economy to being a market society … A market economy is a tool – a valuable and effective tool – for organizing productive activity. A market society is a way of life in which market values seep into every aspect of human endeavour. It’s a place where social relations are made over in the image of the market.’4

Should the market be our servant or our master? Most economists today would accept that there exist what are known as market failures, when for whatever reason the mechanism of free exchange in the service of self-interest fails to distribute goods and services in the most efficient way. So, for example, if a firm gets so large as to become a monopoly this can prevent the competition on which markets rely. Sometimes markets fail to account for externalities – things that are not incorporated into the price of a transaction – such as the pollution of the environment. When buyers and sellers lack sufficient information to make informed choices about exchange, this also leads to market failures. It is widely accepted that in such circumstances governments may need to step in to ensure the market works.

But there is a deeper reason, which incorporates but goes beyond these factors, why we do not want the market to be the sole director of our fate. In the market everything is treated as a commodity – an item to be bought and sold at market prices – but what if the thing for sale was not designed to be a commodity? This is true of both people and natural resources. If people are treated purely as commodities, we ignore some of their most important needs – for time with their families, for example, which requires limiting the hours they work. This isn’t an efficiency argument but a moral one. The price of commodities can go up and down, but people need a decent standard of living regardless of the current market value of their labour. If natural resources are exploited without restraint then our environment will face depletion and those resources will eventually run out.

Karl Polanyi wrote a famous book at the end of the Second World War, warning of the dangers of leaving markets to their own devices. He argued that society cannot withstand the impact of treating people and natural resources as mere commodities: ‘Robbed of the protective covering of cultural institutions, human beings would perish from the effects of social exposure … Nature would be reduced to its elements, neighbourhoods and landscapes defiled, rivers polluted, military safety jeopardized, the power to produce food and raw materials destroyed.’5 Polanyi introduced the idea that markets need to be ‘embedded’ in social and democratic choices. In other words, they can serve us well, but as a society we need to keep markets in their place so we can protect what we value.

Margaret Thatcher has been a recurring character in this book. Decisions taken during her time in office underpin much of the political and economic settlement discussed in Part I, including the current dominance of markets. In 1981, two years into her first term, she set out her view of the ethos of British society and how she meant to change it: ‘What’s irritated me about the whole direction of politics in the last thirty years is that it’s always been towards the collectivist society … If you change the approach you really are after the heart and soul of the nation. Economics are the method; the object is to change the heart and soul.’6

She certainly changed our economics, but did she change our soul? I don’t think so. There is now a massive gap between who we really are and the institutions of our society. Those institutions now do less to protect people from the harsh judgements of the market, but the spirit of solidarity and empathy has lived on. The task facing us is to match that spirit with the way we run our country, to recast the institutions of our society so that they truly reflect who we are and how we want to live our lives. We are not just consumers, owners and workers, but parents, friends, neighbours and citizens. The market economy is a good tool for organising the sale and purchase of goods, but it must be kept in its place, subject to the values of society.

An unrestrained market society is not only deeply destructive but fatalistic. It believes that market forces are so much more powerful and wise than we are that it is a fantasy to think we have the power to shape our world more effectively and fairly than they can. This part of the book is about jerking us out of that fatalism and showing that we can and must make collective choices about the things that matter to us. Above all, it asks two questions. What are the things that markets cannot protect but need protection? And how do we go about protecting them?




CHAPTER 6

That Which Makes Life Worthwhile


Gross national product counts air pollution and cigarette advertising, and ambulances to clear our highways of carnage … special locks for our doors and the jails for the people who break them … the destruction of the redwood and the loss of our natural wonder in chaotic sprawl … napalm and … nuclear warheads and armoured cars for the police to fight the riots in our cities …

Yet the gross national product does not allow for the health of our children, the quality of their education or the joy of their play … the beauty of our poetry or the strength of our marriages, the intelligence of our public debate or the integrity of our public officials. It measures neither our wit nor our courage, neither our wisdom nor our learning, neither our compassion nor our devotion to our country, it measures everything, in short, except that which makes life worthwhile.

Robert Francis Kennedy, 18 March 19681



I love these words. I can hear Kennedy saying them in his distinctive lilt as I read them. They represent the definitive destruction of gross domestic product (GDP) as the way to measure human progress.2 They are also still profoundly relevant today. Our chief measure of success is out of step with our values. Since how we act as a society is shaped by what we measure, using GDP in this way risks leading us in the wrong direction.

GDP is the poster child for ‘the market is king’ philosophy, and as I hope to show in this chapter its cult damages our society. If we are to properly put our values at the centre of the way we run our country, we need to change our measurement of success. In fact, GDP is a recent invention. In 1934 economist Simon Kuznets presented a report to the US Congress in which he proposed a statistical gauge of how the economy – at that point stuck in the Great Depression – was performing. He did this essentially by adding up the total value of all goods and services produced in a country over a set period of time. This new measure streamlined and gave coherence to the ragtag national accounts that had existed up to that point.

GDP provides a measure of national output, and for example during the pandemic, as we have seen much of our economy close down, it has been useful in providing one measure of the scale of loss of production in our country and others. By providing a gauge of how much an economy is producing, it also gives us an idea of productivity per worker, which in turn provides a measure of technological progress. For some specific purposes then, GDP has something going for it.

Yet a cursory look at this metric tells us how partial and misleading it is as the overriding measure of economic success that it has become. The Bank of England tells us on its website, ‘Gross domestic product is a measure of the size and health of a country’s economy.’3 Size? Sort of, although it excludes quite a lot, as we will see shortly. But economic health? GDP tells us nothing about who enjoys the benefits of economic growth. Poverty can be rampant, inequality soaring and GDP still rising. If you’re an average private-sector worker in America, your living standards have flat-lined over the last forty-five years: average hourly earnings, adjusted for inflation, were $23.68 in 1973; in 2018 they were $22.65.4 Yet in that same period US GDP has risen from $5.7 trillion to $18.7 trillion.5 So in terms of GDP America is doing three times better than in 1973, but the average private-sector worker is worse off. Is the US economy really three times healthier?

We see a similar problem in the UK. If you lined everyone in the country up in order, from those earning most to least, the person in the very middle would have what is called median earnings. GDP growth used to rise and fall more or less in proportion to median earnings, but not in recent years. Median pay in 2018 remained lower than in 2008 while GDP had increased.6 Indeed in 2017, despite rising growth, the Resolution Foundation think tank declared that the UK was in the midst of the ‘weakest decade for wage growth since the Napoleonic wars’.7

This disconnect has consequences. If politicians in the US had fully realised and been forced to acknowledge that many citizens had endured nearly fifty years of wage stagnation, perhaps they might have woken up more quickly to the discontent and rage that helped Donald Trump win power. If we have the wrong metrics, we draw the wrong conclusions. We miss the warning signs. Think of the Remain argument during the referendum campaign – it was partly about the potentially negative economic impacts of Brexit and, according to George Osborne and David Cameron, the need to protect economic success. But success by what measure? True, GDP was up, but the reality for many families was profoundly different – incomes stagnating or falling. The way we measured our progress as a country obscured rather than revealed the truth.

The problems of GDP don’t stop at who gets what. GDP, as Kennedy explained, only looks at the value of things that have a price. So even if providing your goods or services involves destroying public goods, you still get points on the board for GDP. Cut down a pristine forest and offer the wood for sale and it’s a GDP bonanza. Close down libraries so people are forced to buy their own books – you’ve done your bit for GDP. Conversely, put in a free water fountain so people don’t buy single-use plastic bottles and you’re damaging GDP. Open outdoor gyms in parks so people don’t have to pay to exercise, and GDP goes down. The amazing free parkrun movement, which organises communal runs on a Saturday morning? Good for the health of your community, bad for GDP.

If GDP alone was a flawed measure of societal progress for the twentieth century, it is catastrophic for the twenty-first. We know without doubt that we are living way beyond our environmental means, yet in the world of GDP we get credit for doing that. Producing the plastic with which we pollute the ocean, burning the fossil fuels which are choking our atmosphere and heating our planet, reducing our biodiversity; it all counts as a positive. As Herman Daly, one of the founders of environmental economics, has said, ‘the current national accounting system treats the earth as a business in liquidation’.8 Everything is for sale … while stocks last.

Putting a premium on monetary value above all else is deeply destructive in other ways. British GDP went up by £10 billion a few years ago when activities such as the trade in illegal drugs were factored into the calculation for the first time.9 No politician I know would celebrate the growth of trade in illicit narcotics, but this supposed measure of economic health does. On the other hand, unpaid care work in the UK is currently valued at £1.2 trillion, equivalent to more than 60 per cent of what is measured by GDP, and yet it is left out.10 Of course, if this care was actually paid for, GDP would rise, but because it isn’t, the prime measure of our national economy excludes something as fundamental as the care we provide for our children and elderly relatives. It is no coincidence that women mainly do this work, and by effectively hiding it from view, we discount its importance and ignore the unequal burden it imposes, as we will see in the next chapter.

GDP is like a very powerful but very focused set of binoculars. By targeting a narrow measure of economic value, GDP blinds us to the rest of the picture, yet listen to government or turn on the news and it reigns supreme. As someone who worked in government, I can tell you that GDP drives the decisions that are made. Figures are produced monthly and guide policy. The definition of a recession, the ultimate economic failure, is two quarters of falling GDP. Median wages and incomes get more attention than they did, partly because so many people have been drawing attention to the squeeze on them, but rarely beat GDP in news coverage. We know that what makes life worthwhile cannot be boiled down to one number, so why allow GDP to have such power over our society? There is no better way to guarantee the dominance of market thinking.

The good news is that there are signs of change. In 1990 the UN devised the Human Development Index, which takes into account life expectancy, education and per capita income to measure the progress of countries. It started after Nobel-Prize-winning economist Amartya Sen and a colleague discussed the flaws of GDP and concluded that even if developing countries substantially increased their GDP, it would still not necessarily represent the development they wanted to see in health, education and life expectancy.11 In 2009 a commission of economists assembled at the behest of President Sarkozy of France reported on how to move beyond GDP. As he put it at the launch of the commission’s report, ‘The world over, citizens think we are lying to them, that the figures are wrong, that they are manipulated. And they have reasons to think like that. Behind the cult of figures, behind all these statistical and accounting structures, there is also the cult of the market that is always right.’12

The trend towards looking beyond GDP to alternative scales of progress and success often turns to measures grouped loosely under the category ‘subjective wellbeing’ – asking people how they feel about their own circumstances. Since 2012, following a resolution at the UN, the ‘World Happiness Report’ has been produced, ranking countries by the self-declared life satisfaction of their populations. Intriguingly, the results reflect much of what we see in the more objective measures of the Human Development Index: Finland, Denmark, Iceland and Norway take four of the five top places, while the UK and US are thirteenth and eighteenth respectively.13

A further milestone came in 2019 when New Zealand became the first country in the world to unveil a ‘wellbeing’ budget. Just a few years earlier the country had famously been described as having a ‘rockstar’ economy, with GDP growth outpacing many of its peers.14 And yet finance minister Grant Robertson recognised that this wasn’t being felt by many people: ‘How could we be a rockstar, they asked, with homelessness, child poverty and inequality on the rise?’15 So prime minister Jacinda Ardern’s government devised an assessment of living standards using sixty-one indicators, including the economy, environment, culture, mental and physical health, wellbeing and much more. This led to it concluding that all new spending decisions should be assessed according to how they contribute to five goals: improving mental health, reducing child poverty, supporting indigenous people, moving to a low-carbon economy and succeeding in the digital age. In line with these priorities, New Zealand has boosted spending significantly in certain areas such as mental health and tackling domestic violence.16 Iceland’s prime minister Katrín Jakobsdóttir is pursuing a similar agenda based on thirty-nine indicators of wellbeing.17

Progress has also been made closer to home. In 2015 the Welsh government introduced the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act, which requires all public bodies across Wales to take seven wellbeing goals into account when making decisions. The act is notable for focusing on citizens not just now but also in the future and has put Wales on the path to replacing GDP as the defining measure of economic success.18 Thinking about progress differently has changed decisions. For example, Wales’s future generations commissioner, Sophie Howe, was influential in scrapping plans for the M4 relief road, which would probably have been approved on GDP grounds, but was rejected in the light of issues like climate change and biodiversity.19

So the door is open for change, yet we must be realistic about the scale of the challenge. In the UK David Cameron deserves credit for having opened up this debate nearly fifteen years ago as leader of the opposition and then carrying it through into government, instituting the production by the Office of National Statistics of a new set of metrics that measures national wellbeing. These indicators have revealed things that GDP could not have. For example, that anxiety has been steadily increasing in the UK since the start of 2018. Or that happiness was on a downward trajectory even before the Covid-19 crisis, which unsurprisingly has led most measures of subjective wellbeing to deteriorate.20 Yet, for all these new metrics, it would be hard to claim that UK government policy and practice in the last decade have been significantly reoriented away from GDP and towards wellbeing. There is certainly greater awareness of, for example, the importance of mental health, but by and large the supertanker of government continues to sail in the same direction. Outside the UK, in a recent follow-up to the Sarkozy commission, some of its authors concluded that there has been ‘a change in the question that we face, from “how to develop credible metrics of people’s lives?” to “how to use these metrics in the policy process once you have developed them?”’21

A singular advantage of GDP that we would do well to bear in mind as we think of alternatives is that it can be expressed in a single number so is easy to understand. In David Cameron’s national statistics on wellbeing in the UK, forty-three different indicators are listed.22 Each one has a lot going for it, but as a whole they don’t provide much clarity. If we really want to drive change, governments probably need to crunch things down into about half a dozen indicators that matter most. Of course, different governments will have different priorities, but at least there will be clarity.

So what should we include on our dashboard of success? First, there does need to be a measure of people’s incomes. As we have seen, a key problem with GDP is that it is an aggregate measure, added up at a national level, telling us very little about economic reality as experienced by the average person. So, to take distribution into account, we would do far better to look, for example, at median incomes or income inequality.

Second, there is more to life than how much income you receive; we need other measures, but which to choose? There are objective metrics like life expectancy, and subjective measures like wellbeing. Whichever we select, it is essential to remember that we do not live our lives in aggregate. Overall life expectancy in the UK is going up, but the gap between the richest and poorest is now more than nine years for men and more than seven years for women – and is growing.23 Again, we must focus on distribution – and inequalities – to get a true picture.

We should also remember that any set of measurements, even ones more in tune with our values, may help us identify problems in our society, but in isolation cannot give us all the solutions. As we have seen, wellbeing measures in the UK show that anxiety is on the rise and that should lead us to spend more on mental health services, which in the past haven’t been given anything like the priority they deserve. But we should also be asking what is causing that rise in anxiety. For example, how might it be linked to the poverty, inequality and insecurity that many face?24

Third, we absolutely need to measure whether we are living within the environmental boundaries of the planet. In her book Doughnut Economics economist Kate Raworth includes a diagram: the ‘one doughnut that might actually turn out to be good for us’.25 Think of it as two rings, one inside the other. The inner ring represents the ‘social foundation’, without which people lack the basics needed to live a decent life – not just food, water and housing but things like education, a political voice and gender equality. The outer ring depicts the ‘ecological ceiling’, beyond which we are overreaching the natural boundaries of the planet as indicated by things like climate change, ocean acidification and biodiversity loss. Between these two rings lies the ‘sweet spot’ where society can meet the needs of all within the means of the planet.26 Any dashboard of measurements needs to include an indicator of our relationship to planetary boundaries, including carbon emissions and biodiversity. Imagine if there were the kind of focus on carbon emissions that there currently is on GDP. Why shouldn’t carbon footprint figures be produced every quarter, or even every month?

As you can see, even in my limited dashboard there are choices to be made. So who gets to decide? In Chapter 11 we will consider a way in which randomly selected members of the population can be brought together in citizens’ assemblies to deliberate on issues of precisely this sort. Just having a debate across society about how we should measure our social and economic progress would itself be a huge step forward. Imagine a national debate facilitated by assemblies across the country every few years about what really matters to us as a nation. As we start to recover from the pandemic, it would be an ideal time to have that conversation.

The absolutely crucial final step in this process is to make sure that whatever indicators we choose actually influence the work of government. New Zealand has managed to put wellbeing at the heart of government policy not through its departments of health or education or justice but through its ministry of finance. For as long as GDP continues to be the primary focus of chancellors and central banks and ministries of finance, all of the other metrics will seem like fluffy stuff in comparison and GDP will retain its hold. By assessing the work of the finance ministry against a measure of wellbeing, New Zealand gets to the very heart of the problem.

Creating a different kind of society means creating a different kind of economy – one that revolves around the things that really matter to us and serves our needs within the limits of the planet. As we go about building the future, we should not be imprisoned by a national accounting system devised early in the last century. But GDP is not just a cause of the way our society operates; it is also a result. What we measure shapes our goals, but of course our goals also shape what we choose to measure. So we need to go back to the drawing board when it comes to our deeper conception of what a successful economy looks like.




CHAPTER 7

Jobs of the Future

Chika works in a job of the future, in a pioneering industry that could create hundreds of thousands of jobs all across the country, an industry that provides some of the basic infrastructure that allows the rest of the economy to operate. Our society will undergo profound changes in the next few decades but, if anything, Chika’s work will only get more important. It will continue to play a vital role during the transition to a zero-carbon economy. But Chika’s job isn’t manufacturing electric cars, building high-speed trains, rolling out fibre-optic broadband or fitting solar panels. Those are all important jobs, but no – Chika Reuben is a social care worker.

Care might not be top of the list when you think about the future of work, but this chapter is about why it should be. It is time to properly value the workers looking after our elderly and other adults who need care, as well as those looking after our children. The bad news is that they’re a long way from the top of our list of priorities at the moment. Chika started working in social care in London about ten years ago because she wanted to look after other people and because she wanted to make a difference. Chika is paid exactly the minimum wage and she’s not the only one. One and a half million people work in social care in England – looking after adults in residential care or in their own homes.1 Nearly two thirds are paid less than the real living wage. In fact, up to 160,000 are paid less than the legal minimum wage, and up to a quarter of the workforce are on precarious zero-hours contracts.2

If things were bad already, they got even worse during the pandemic. Like millions of families, ours had a sign in our window: THANK YOU, KEY WORKERS with the rainbow symbol. In those first months we went outside at 8 p.m. on Thursday nights to clap for the essential workers we relied on, but as time wore on, it became increasingly apparent that this gesture of gratitude and support was entirely at odds with how we actually treated them. Many social care workers didn’t have the personal protective equipment to minimise the risk of infection. Those who showed symptoms were often expected to self-isolate with the bare minimum of sick pay. As Chika told me, ‘Working during that crisis time it was actually very frightening. At first nobody actually knew what was going on. People kept on dying, the elderly kept on dying. So a lot of people were frightened … But at the same time, because of the duty of care we are meant to actually stay and look after these residents.’3 Social care workers were twice as likely to die from Covid as the general population.4 We labelled these workers essential but as a society that is not the way we operated.

We also undervalue childcare workers. The average wage in the early-years workforce in England is £7.42 an hour – well below the living wage. This is partly due to a reliance on young apprentices, who do not have to be paid the standard minimum wage. A staggering 13 per cent are paid under £5 an hour.5 Almost half of childcare workers rely on benefits or tax credits to make ends meet.6 Our failure to support childcare providers in the first few months of Covid left up to a quarter of them on the brink of collapse and thousands of workers facing the risk of redundancy.7 A recent report by the government’s own Social Mobility Commission described the problem of childcare wages as ‘startling’ and asked, ‘Are the 280,000 people who look after and educate our children becoming our forgotten key workers?’8

This neglect has very real consequences. Both childcare and social care in England suffer from rapid staff turnover. About a quarter of workers in early-years care and 30 per cent in social care were leaving their jobs each year even before the additional pressures of the Covid crisis.9 There are more than 100,000 vacancies for social care workers alone. Childcare and social care providers struggle to pay wages competitive with other low-paid sectors like retail, leading staff to leave in search of better pay elsewhere.10 This makes it difficult to build up a stable, qualified and experienced workforce. Low pay and high turnover has been found to affect staff morale and the quality of the service that those in their care receive.11

Nurturing the young and giving dignity to the old – can we think of anything more important? Apparently we can. Judging by the pay, professional support and security that our society offers them, childcare and social care workers would seem to be doing something we regard as of little value. Both sectors are largely made up of private providers and individuals privately funding the childcare or social care they need. The government subsidises childcare and funds some social care, recognising that the market undervalues these services, but there remains a profound gap between the way these markets work and the interests of those who use the services, those who work in them and our society more widely. We have recognised as a country that the state needs to intervene, but we still deeply undervalue care. Now we need to make a collective choice as a society to elevate its importance.

The shortcomings in these sectors – low pay, poor working conditions, unmet care needs, providers on the brink of collapse – also reflect a deeper problem with how we think about the economy. The truth is, we rarely think about care as really being a part of the economy at all. Or at least not a part of the economy that governments should have any interest in. Think back to Chapter 5 and the argument I made there for the state supporting those businesses on which our future relies, encapsulated by the term ‘industrial strategy’. What does that phrase conjure up to you? Workers in car plants, heavy industry, making aerospace engines? These are absolutely vital jobs, central to many communities, crucial to exports, and lead to many more jobs through their supply chains, and we need a much more effective industrial policy in these areas. But when we think about industrial strategy, how often is it about the care worker as well as the car worker? Almost never, I would say. Former chancellor George Osborne started a fashion, believe it or not. It was for politicians to pose in high-vis and hard hats. I might have done it myself once or twice. How often have you seen politicians promote an economic strategy in a residential care home or a nursery?

The economy is, essentially, the system that allows us to produce and distribute the things we need to live our lives. Care is at the heart of that for a number of reasons. First, care work clearly matters for the millions of people who do it. Second, care work is a necessary foundation for the rest of the economy to operate. As we have seen so powerfully during the pandemic, no parent is able to work without someone else caring for their children, whether or not they pay them to do so. And third, care work matters because it is essential to those who depend on it – which at some point is all of us. Care is the work that sustains life. We cannot discuss the economy in any meaningful sense without acknowledging the importance of the care economy.

From the perspective of the economy, the social infrastructure of education, childcare and social care ought to be at least on a par with the physical infrastructure of roads and buildings. And yet, as Katrín Jakobsdóttir says,


By focusing on physical infrastructure to the exclusion of social infrastructure, economists and policymakers ignore an obvious truth: we need both in order for our societies to thrive and develop … This dualism classifies money spent on physical infrastructure as an investment and, therefore, worthy of public monies. On the other hand, social infrastructure is branded as expenses or operating costs, preferably the first in line to be cut. Yet these are the structures that sustain us from birth to death and create the conditions that make life worthwhile.12



This point is fundamental. Social infrastructure is vital for sustaining us and is only going to get more important in the future.

Given our ageing society, it has been forecast that the English social care workforce will have to increase by a further half a million people by 2035 to keep up with demand.13 Think also about the zero-carbon economy of the future. Many jobs will change but care work will be as necessary as ever – by its nature, it is low-carbon work already. We need to transform our economy so that our social needs are met within the means of the planet, and social infrastructure will be vital to that. The UK already lags far behind the Nordic countries on employment in the care economy. In Sweden and Denmark about 10 per cent of people work in childcare or social care. We are not going to get to those levels of employment any time soon, but they show the potential for hundreds of thousands of care jobs to be created in the UK.14

The government’s 2017 industrial strategy aims to ‘help businesses to create high quality, well paid jobs right across the country’.15 But according to one estimate, the government’s multi-billion-pound Industrial Strategy Challenge fund targets sectors employing just 1 per cent of the population.16 Clearly, the government expect these sectors to grow and to support jobs in other parts of the economy, but their strategy still reflects what one policy paper has described as the ‘fetish of the frontier’.17 In the meantime, our failure to properly value care work has a more immediate impact – on those who need it. One and a half million older people in England are not getting the support they need with essential day-to-day activities such as washing or getting dressed. Workers often do not have the time, training or resources to deliver proper care or build proper relationships with their clients.18

If care work provides a vital service, then why is it so overlooked in policy discussions? This partly relates to the subject of the previous chapter: the way we think about economic value and how we measure it. Our old friend GDP has had notorious and long-standing problems trying to account for public services. It’s not difficult to see how you measure the economic value of a car because it is captured well in a market-determined price, but it’s a lot harder with a care visit or a nursery place. GDP used to estimate this by how much is spent on public services. In recent years it has tried to measure the ‘outputs’ of those services – hospital operations, pupils taught and so on.19 But the fact is that GDP is profoundly ill suited to providing a true measure of their contribution. GDP finds it very hard to tell us anything about the caring touch of the worker looking after someone with Alzheimer’s, the risks taken by the nurse when tending to someone with a severe illness, or the comfort provided to a crying toddler by a nursery worker. These actions make a difference that is literally immeasurable. The more GDP is used to judge what matters in an economy, the more these services will be overlooked.

But there is a deeper reason care work is undervalued across our society: historically and traditionally, it has been done by women for free, as we saw in the last chapter. The family model in which men go out to work has always relied on women being at home to cook, clean and look after the children. It is hard to overstate how far conventional economic thinking has overlooked unpaid work done by women. In the introduction to this section I quoted one of the most famous passages from Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations about the role of the butcher, the brewer, and the baker in providing our dinner.20 But Katrine Marçal points out that Adam Smith lived with his mother for most of his life. She cooked for him while he wrote the book. Smith shouldn’t just have thanked the butcher, brewer and baker for his dinner – but also his mum.21

In the last few decades care work has increasingly become paid work, but it is still largely done by women. Eighty-two per cent of social care workers and more than 95 per cent of childcare workers are women.22 It is worth noting that they are also disproportionately women of colour: the proportion of social care workers who are Black is significantly higher than the population as a whole.23 The history – and the gendered and racial division of care work today – leads us to continue to undervalue this work, even when it is paid.24 We have created an unspoken hierarchy of work according to what we think really matters, and care work is towards the bottom of the pile. When it comes to discussions of the productive economy, it is so often thought of in terms of jobs mainly done by men – care work is at best ignored and at worst seen as a burden.

If the big idea of this chapter is that we need to value care work properly, what would that look like in reality? We can look to the NHS for inspiration, which is underfunded but enjoys a completely different status from the care work we have been discussing. It was created out of the rubble of the Second World War with ambition and vision, and is our most popular institution: the public see it as ‘a symbol of what is great about Britain and [believe] we must do everything we can to maintain it’.25 It should give us hope that institutions designed according to our deeper values, not those of the market, can be popular and endure.

The ambition of the NHS parallels what the Nordic countries did in the 1960s and 70s for childcare. Sweden pioneered the idea of investing in a system of universal childcare provision for the sake of children, their parents and gender equality.26 Today Swedish municipalities provide childcare between the ages of one and five. Costs are highly subsidised by the state and capped based on parents’ income, with the lowest-income families paying nothing and the wealthiest paying the equivalent of about £130 per month.27 The skills required of childcare workers are also taken much more seriously. In Sweden 39 per cent of the profession are university graduates, eight times more than in the UK. Add those who have three-year vocational training, and the proportion rises to 60 per cent.28 Furthermore, the average childcare worker earns about 290,000 Swedish krona per year, equivalent to about £25,000 – far above childcare workers in the UK.29

This contrasts with an incredibly complex system in England, where parents of children between two and four are entitled to limited free nursery education and childcare, some of which is dependent on whether and how much they work.30 The result of this system is that the average cost of twenty-five hours of care for children under two is £130 a week – about the same as the highest-earning Swedish parents would pay in a month.31 But the problem with our system goes beyond the cost to parents. Childcare providers have long argued that the funding they receive from the government is insufficient to cover their bills and pay adequate salaries, resulting in the instability we see in the sector.32

Truly universal childcare would be a shining social and economic achievement for any government that took on the task, forming a crucial cornerstone of a renewed social contract. It is also probably the best investment that we can make as a society in realising equality. The early years, from birth to age five, have a greater impact on cognitive development than any other period in life. Wealthier parents are more likely to have the financial resources to support their child’s development during these years. This contributes to the disparity in educational outcomes between children from disadvantaged families and their peers that continues throughout their school years.33 The provision of high-quality childcare in the early years would help close the gap.34 Indeed, research has found that receiving quality childcare has an impact on people’s educational outcomes all the way up to GCSE level.35

All the evidence is that this is also one of the best investments we can make in the economy. Investing in childcare has been estimated to produce a 7–13 per cent per year economic return based on increased school and career achievement as well as reduced costs in remedial education, health and criminal justice system expenditures. That’s higher than the return on job training or investment in schools.36 Truly valuing childcare – investing in the sector, paying workers properly and supporting providers – could pay dividends.

But what about social care? The question of how to fund social care properly is one of the defining political challenges of our time. Ultimately, it is the question from which all else flows, and we will not truly address the structural problems in the sector without answering it. In England we are still dealing with the legacy of social care being left out of the NHS in the 1940s. The divide between comprehensive, free healthcare and patchy, largely privately funded social care has remained ever since.37 A number of ideas have been proposed to correct this. Scotland has offered the over-65s personal and nursing care, free at the point of need, since 2002. This means those that need it can get support with eating, personal hygiene, mobility problems and certain other needs, so extending the principles of the NHS to parts of social care.38 However, individuals fund their own accommodation and other needs, while younger adults with care needs are not covered by the system. More than a decade ago, the government commissioned a report into social care funding in England that recommended a ‘lifetime cap’ for how much individuals would have to contribute towards their care needs (the report proposed £35,000), with the state funding the rest.39 A social care system held in the same esteem as our NHS – where the pay and treatment of workers and service users matched the gratitude we showed in those first few months of the pandemic – would be another defining legacy for any government.

The reason the funding question is such a challenge is because, whatever the balance of individual and government spending, people’s social care needs can be incredibly expensive. But while we have yet to come to an agreement as a society about how to solve this challenge comprehensively, there is surely no excuse for allowing all the problems we see in the sector to continue in the meantime. At a bare minimum we should ensure all social care workers are paid at least the real living wage, with clear routes to higher rates of pay. As a society we should not accept the present reliance on low-wage and insecure work. We should develop good-quality jobs in the sector, with decent training and career development opportunities.40 Staff should be able to specialise, for example training as specialists in care for people with dementia or learning disabilities.41 This could improve the quality of service while giving workers the opportunity to progress.

Properly valuing social care should also lead us to look at the business models and types of practice that are appropriate to the sector. If I told you about a company that had changed hands multiple times in recent years, whose control had shifted from Germany to Qatar to the USA and had recently gone bust because it couldn’t afford the interest payments on its debt, you might think this was some high-risk, financial services venture. But this is exactly how one of our biggest care-home providers has been run. Four Seasons looks after 6,538 elderly people and by 2019 was effectively controlled by a hedge fund based in Connecticut.42 We surely can’t be content with a system where the care homes looking after our elderly relatives are flipped like a commodity from one private owner to another with no guarantee of financial viability.

Regardless of the exact mix of public and private provision, we should have clear expectations of providers. Conditions could also be attached to public-sector contracts to promote our wider vision for the sector, ensuring it is run in the interests of workers and service users.43 I return to this issue of public sector procurement in Chapter 19.

The biggest lesson of this chapter is that we have to take the care economy seriously. It comes down to the choices we make as a society: how much we are willing to pay for the care of our children, disabled, sick, elderly – and whether we think it is in principle up to the individual to take the strain, or we recognise the practical advantages of pooling our risks and resources. Also, how seriously do we take the needs of those working in care and those who are reliant on it, which ultimately is all of us? The Covid crisis has shone the starkest spotlight on how our society has for decades failed to value this most essential part of our economy and society. It shouldn’t have taken a pandemic to get here. But now we have to decide what we really value as a society.

Moving care work from the bottom to the top of our list of priorities is part of rethinking what economic success looks like. But there is also a wider question here to do with the nature of work itself: whether our lives should be about serving the economy or whether the economy should serve us. That is the question to which I now turn.




CHAPTER 8

The Time of Our Lives


The first official Football League season began on the 8th of September 1888 … West Bromwich Albion beat Stoke 2–0, Preston defeated Burnley by five goals to two, Derby won 6–3 at Bolton and Everton beat Accrington 2–1 …1



Three o’clock on a Saturday afternoon has a sacred place in English football. For the last 130 years, it has been the standard kick-off time for matches in the English football leagues and, until Covid at least, the only time that live games could not be broadcast on TV.2 What has been largely forgotten is the reason for this time.

Until halfway through the nineteenth century those who worked in mills and factories tended to work as much as twelve hours a day, six days a week. But in 1850 the Factory Act was passed, mandating that all textile mills and factories must close at 2 p.m. on Saturdays.3 It was out of this change in the law that the first football clubs formed, encouraged by churches and factory owners who believed the healthy distraction of football would keep workers out of trouble during their new-found leisure time – and in particular curb excessive drinking. In fact, the purpose of the Saturday-afternoon shutdown was to end workers’ long-standing tradition of bunking off on a Monday to get in some much-needed rest, drinking and, by all accounts, debauchery before the start of another exhausting week. This phenomenon was referred to as Saint Monday, in an ironic nod to the calendar of saints’ days.4

What has happened since then shows how working lives can change. In 1868 the average working week was 62 hours. Today, including part-time work, it is 36 hours, and for full-time workers around 42 hours.5 But these changes didn’t come without a fight. It was fully two hundred years ago that the social reformer Robert Owen came up with the slogan ‘Eight hours labour, eight hours recreation, eight hours rest.’6 This objective was adopted by the trade union movement, which spent decades campaigning for change. Major legislation to actually limit the working day for adults in the UK (as opposed to the 2 p.m. shutdown) came with the Factory Act of 1874, which prescribed a ten-hour maximum.7 Gradually, the ten hours became eight – in coal mines in 1908 and across industry more generally in 1919. Collective agreements between trade unions and bosses secured the eight-hour day for many workers.8 After the Second World War, with unemployment low and unions strong, further significant reductions in working hours were secured.9

There is a crucial lesson here. The big idea of this chapter is that how much we work, when we work, even where we work should be determined by us as a society and cannot simply be left to the market. The laws and regulations that have been introduced by governments are an assertion of this idea. They are society’s way of installing safeguards to protect people from being treated like commodities without rights, to be bought and sold. Before government got involved, people’s hours of work were under the control of market forces and, by extension, employers. In so many ways we are a long way from those days, but, as we will see, in other ways we are not. The struggle to control our working hours – whether they fit into our family life or give us enough time to see our friends – remains as important today. How much control over when and how long we work is a measure of our progress as a society. The evidence is that many people would work fewer hours if they could, but progress in this direction has stalled. So too has flexibility over the timing and nature of our work. There is nothing necessary or inevitable about this state of affairs, and the quality of the lives we lead depends on us fighting to change it. That means putting the market in its place.

I should make a confession at this point. I feel this issue of working time keenly. My boss for ten years was Gordon Brown including when he was chancellor of the exchequer. As you may guess, he had a strong work ethic. So strong, in fact, that in the days before ubiquitous mobile phones, he would often call me at home on my landline. Things got so intense that for a period I would unplug the phone from the wall on Saturday and Sunday mornings to avoid an early-morning call. But I can’t just blame Gordon; I suffer from the tendency too. I spent five years as leader of the opposition feeling like I hardly saw my two young children, Daniel and Sam. Even when I was present, I tended to be absent. Even now my tendency is too often to put work first. Including this book …

At least I have a choice. Many do not. British full-time workers put in some of the longest hours in Europe.10 In 2018 over 3 million employees in our country worked over forty-eight hours a week and 1.4 million people worked on all seven days of the week.11 Two thirds of people say they work longer hours than they would like and one in four an excess of ten hours or more.12 Eighteen million working days are lost each year as a result of work-related stress, depression or anxiety, and the predominant cause of this is workload pressures.13 What’s more, the forward march of leisure has been halted. The year 2014 marked the first since the middle of the Second World War that average working hours in the UK were higher than they were a decade earlier. Even between the 1970s and the 2000s there was only a very slow decline compared to most previous periods.14 If the post-war trend towards shorter hours had continued after 1980 at the same rate, we would be stopping work today at lunchtime on a Friday.15

We don’t just face a crisis of overwork but also of control. It starts with those people on zero-hours contracts, an agreement to employ a worker but with no guarantees of hours of work or pay. One million people are on these contracts, sometimes not knowing until the day itself whether they will work and be paid.16 The problems go beyond these workers. Before the pandemic hit, two thirds of UK workers said they would like to work more flexibly than they were able to – to have a choice over when their working day starts and ends, to work part or full time, to perhaps work at least partly from home.17 The Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development says progress in the last fifteen years has been ‘glacial’ and rates the UK twenty-fourth out of twenty-five countries with comparable economies in work–life balance.18 If we care about families, community, stress, we should aspire to do better.

The good news is that there are some examples out there to inspire us. Andrew Barnes runs a company called Perpetual Guardian in New Zealand, employing 240 people to deal with trusts, wills and estate planning. In 2018 he worked out that if his employees did another forty minutes of productive work each day, they could work the equivalent of four days not five. He duly emailed his head of human resources who thought he must be joking and deleted the email. Barnes went ahead and announced the plan on breakfast TV. It started as a two-month, academically analysed trial and is now Perpetual Guardian’s permanent way of doing things. The results are outstanding: revenue and productivity have improved, stress levels have declined, and the perceptions of the company’s employees about their ability to balance work and family life have soared.19

Just as certain companies are showing that it is possible to have shorter working hours, so certain countries are showing that greater flexibility is possible too. Finland is the world leader here. Since 1996 most Finnish workers have been able to vary their start and finish times by three hours to fit in with their family or other requirements.20 But the Finns have recently concluded that isn’t good enough and have now legislated to go further. Henceforth, workers will be able to vary their start and finish times by four hours and will for the first time in most professions be able to decide when and where they do 50 per cent of their work – home, office or elsewhere. Finally, if this doesn’t sound idyllic enough, workers will be able to ‘bank’ hours worked to take extended holidays.21 You might assume that this has been done in the teeth of employer opposition, but you would be wrong. Flexible working is seen as a vital tool of recruitment by employers, a staggering 92 per cent of whom offer it to their workers.22

All this feels a long way from where we are as a country. But before we work out how shorter hours and greater flexibility might be possible, we need to take a step back and ask what drove the progress in reducing working hours we made in Britain in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and why has it recently stopped? The answer lies in the three Ps: productivity, power and pay.

Since 1930 the UK has seen an eight-fold rise in national income.23 This is largely because the productivity of the average UK worker (the value of what each produces in a given time) has risen dramatically during this period, in turn a result of new technology, infrastructure and methods of production. That trend is what has allowed workers to be on the job much less than in the 1860s and yet for employers to be able to pay them significantly more. Each individual is producing so much more (in terms of value) for every hour they work – in the context of many of the goods we produce having changed a lot. In simple terms, higher productivity produces a much bigger cake, meaning employers can pass on a bigger slice to their employees. The problem is that in recent years the cake has stopped growing nearly as fast. Productivity grew at an average annual rate of 3.1 per cent between 1950 and 1973, 2.3 per cent between 1979 and 2007 and has gone up just 0.4 per cent annually since 2008.24

Of course, it’s not just the size of the cake that matters but how it is divided up. That’s where unions and worker organisation comes in. It is striking that when we look at working hours across the world, it is those countries with strong unions where workers tend to work fewer hours – so, for example, the US has the longest hours among richer countries, Germany has some of the shortest.25 In the UK we have seen a steep decline in union membership, from thirteen million at its peak in the 1970s to six and a half million today.26 This is because we have moved away from large-scale manufacturing industries – 40 per cent of the workforce were employed in manufacturing in 1961 compared to just 10 per cent fifty years later – and because of laws passed in the last few decades. Both have made unions much harder to organise.27

As a result of these changes in productivity and power, not only has the cake stopped growing nearly as fast but less of it has gone to ordinary workers and more elsewhere, including to shareholders and the highest income earners. The UK is now more than twelve years into the longest squeeze on wages in two centuries: during this period 70 per cent of employees have seen the value of their pay fall.28 This fall in wages is crucial to bear in mind when thinking about reducing working hours. One in four low-paid workers say they would like to work fewer hours, but only if their pay doesn’t fall. Fewer than one in ten are in favour of fewer hours if that means lower pay, while one in seven say they want to work more hours.29 It is higher-paid workers who tend to work the longest hours, but we cannot let their desire for shorter hours blind us to the needs of lower-paid workers to earn more.30

Even the notion of what ‘working less’ looks like is more complex than you might think. When asked, 45 per cent of workers express a preference for a four-day week, while 25 per cent would prefer a three-day week and only 10 per cent prefer the five-day week.31 Among younger workers, fully 67 per cent say the offer of a four-day week would influence their choice of work.32 And yet today half of women and nearly one third of men don’t actually do a five-day week and even fewer do a traditional nine to five, forty-hour week.33 A four-day week might be shorthand for working less, but the reality must be tailored to people’s circumstances and is as much about hours as days, and the crucial issue of control.

So how do we crack the hard nuts of productivity and power if they are the gateway to shorter hours? Britain’s productivity puzzle is very complex, and it would take a whole book in itself to unpack it, but there is an increasingly vocal school of thought that says it isn’t simply that higher productivity enables higher wages. In fact, the converse is also true: higher wages might enable higher productivity.34 According to this line of thinking, the UK is currently stuck in a low pay, low productivity equilibrium: it is precisely because labour is cheap that employers are not incentivised to invest in the plant and machinery – and now automation – that enhance productivity. And it is true that in all these areas we lag behind many other countries.35 So productivity remains low, which in turn means pay stays low, perpetuating a vicious cycle. For this reason, a higher minimum wage may well be part of the solution, as increasing the cost of labour – accompanied by a wider set of changes, including more conventional solutions like investing in infrastructure and education – might help to drive productivity higher and reverse the cycle in the desired direction.

A similar argument can be made about working hours. Just as we can’t wait for higher productivity to deliver higher wages so the same might be true about waiting for improved productivity to deliver shorter hours. What if the long hours culture is itself making workers more unproductive? Back to Andrew Barnes from New Zealand. He was clear about one thing above all – what he called the 100–80-100 rule: 100 per cent of the pay, 80 per cent of the time but, crucially, delivering 100 per cent of the productivity. Barnes’s key point is that this works not just for employees, who get the same pay for fewer hours, but for employers: they get the same output, but with happier workers, who are less stressed and more creative, and there is less staff turnover

This is echoed in a report by the Henley Business School, which recently surveyed 500 businesses in the UK and found that half had allowed at least some of their employees to switch to a four-day week at a full-time salary. Nearly two thirds of the businesses that allowed the switch reported increases in productivity, quality of work and reduced sickness absence, while 70 per cent said there was less stress at work. Crucially, 63 per cent of these businesses said that offering flexible working helped them to attract the right talent.36 In Japan, one of the highest-intensity work cultures in the world, Microsoft experimented with a four-day week in August 2019, and productivity went up by 40 per cent, outstripping the 20 per cent reduction in hours.37 This approach might seem much more challenging in other sectors, like care for example, where there are limits to productivity gains, but there have been experiments around the world which suggest otherwise. A nursing home in Gothenburg, Sweden, experimented with six-hour working days, instead of eight. Productivity and quality of service went up and staff turnover went down. True, these gains did not appear to completely offset the overall rise in costs, but some argue that the long-term savings of the scheme weren’t taken into account.38

All this suggests there might be ways to get to shorter working hours and higher productivity. Businesses might also be tempted to head in this direction in order to attract the best employee talent. But to make progress we cannot ignore the third P – power. In Chapter 17 we will return to the question of the role of trade unions in our society, but for now the point that needs making is simply this: if we want a fairer distribution of wages in our society, enabling people to have higher standards of living and shorter hours, all of the evidence suggests that trade unions have a crucial role to play.

What else can government do? A mandated shorter working week looks unlikely – both in terms of whether it could work economically any time soon or whether it is what most workers want. Even Finnish flexibility looks a bit improbable from the UK standpoint. But the Covid pandemic has perhaps shifted what is possible and pointed to a different future. In truth, for all the difficulties, strains and tensions at home, these awful circumstances have stimulated new ways of working. Many people don’t want simply to go back to the way things were before. Many workers who either couldn’t or didn’t work flexibly have done so by necessity. We should not sugarcoat the fact that, as we saw in Chapter 4, the experience of juggling work and childcare has led to massive stresses for many parents. Nor should we forget those who have not been able to work from home. Yet of those who have worked flexibly during lockdown having not done so before, a staggering 94 per cent want to work more flexibly in the future.39 As one father put it during lockdown, ‘I was previously working a nine-day fortnight. During the outbreak I have reduced my hours to six per day but have been working every day. [I] have been able to see the benefits of eating with [the] children [and] being around more in [the] morning/early evening …’40

You might think it is just employees who want change, but there is evidence that bosses are persuaded that greater flexibility can work. Before the pandemic 15 per cent of employers said that more than half their workforce were working at least one day a week at home. Now, fully 40 per cent of employers believe this will be the case post-pandemic.41 The role of the office in our society looks set to change, so surely working hours can evolve too. The potential for change here is very real. As we grasp it, we will need to be alert to the new inequalities that might arise, especially those faced by people unable to work from home, either because of the nature of their job or because of their home circumstances. These workers tend to be in lower-paid sectors.

In the meantime, there are some immediate and obvious fixes to be made. It was a decade ago that we first started talking about solving the problem of zero-hours contracts, but we are no closer to getting rid of them. The solutions are not rocket science. People deserve to know their schedule in advance and should have the right to regular hours and pay once their working pattern is established.42 Likewise, we need to strengthen the right to work flexibly. Your boss can wait three months before responding to a request for flexible working, and you don’t get the right even to make that request until you’ve been in your post for six months. One in three requests for flexible working are turned down. There is also currently no requirement to state in a job advert whether it can be done flexibly, or to justify why it cannot. All these issues need addressing.43

But this is just the start. Out of the darkness of what we have been through in the pandemic, we have a duty to find something better – and to think big not small about what is possible. Why shouldn’t we aspire to have flexible working like the world’s best, Finland, building a coalition of employers and workers for change? Why shouldn’t we aspire as a society to shorter working hours as a goal of public policy, earned through productivity and the better sharing of that productivity through a stronger voice for workers? Let’s ensure the changes that can be made more quickly point the way if not to the impossible then at least to the improbable.

For now, the most important lesson of this chapter is that the amount we work is a political question. It is decided by power in the workplace and who wields it; by productivity, yes, but also by how we choose to drive productivity, which is in turn an expression of our working culture and whether it reflects our values as a society. The hours and days we work are not predetermined by some natural order but determined by us and what we can agree.

We should remember what really matters in life. Work is part of it, but so are many other things. We are not just workers, but parents, children and friends. These parts of our lives need protection from the market. Labour markets, like all markets, have incredible creative power, but unrestrained they have destructive power too. That is also true in relation to technology, the issue to which I now turn.




CHAPTER 9

Lina and Goliath


If markets are leading us in directions that we, as a democratic society, decide are not compatible with our vision of liberty or democracy, it is incumbent upon government to do something.

Lina Khan, Columbia Law School1

When you give everyone a voice and give people power, the system usually ends up in a really good place. So, what we view our role as, is giving people that power.

Mark Zuckerberg, founder of Facebook2



It’s not very often that an academic paper by a graduate law student goes viral. But at the start of 2017 Lina Khan’s ninety-six-page treatise ‘Amazon’s Antitrust Paradox’ was published in the Yale Law Journal and became an immediate hit. Khan made a devastating case against Amazon, arguing the company had ‘marched towards monopoly’ and was amassing power that could be used to the detriment of users, other businesses and society as a whole.3 Meanwhile, governments were systematically failing to recognise the threat posed by the growth of Amazon and its fellow tech giants. Rather than making the world a better place for all, as they claim, Khan argued that so-called Big Tech (a term usually used to denote Amazon, Apple, Microsoft, Google and Facebook) was concentrating power in the hands of a few. It was time to take action.4 The paper was picked up by media outlets across the world. In September 2018 the New York Times proclaimed the article had ‘reframed decades of monopoly law’.5 Critics said Lina Khan was at the vanguard of a ‘hipster anti-trust’ movement (‘hipster’ appeared to be a term of abuse in this context).6

The Covid crisis has brought home how far our lives have been transformed by digital technology. During the lockdowns around the world the internet has kept us in touch with loved ones and provided a world of entertainment. It has allowed us to stay up to date on the latest public health advice and buy food without trips to the shop. It has enabled many to continue their work or education from the safety of their homes. Consider how it would have been if the pandemic had hit twenty years ago, when most of us didn’t have access to the internet in our homes at all.7

Ultimately, we have become dependent on digital technology because it hugely benefits our lives. Three quarters of people in the UK use a search engine almost every day and half of us use social networking sites every day.8 Most jobs involve tech in one way or another, while the number of people in the UK who work for digital technology companies or in allied jobs, such as software development, now stands at 3 million. At the rate we’re going, this will only rise and rise.9

Each of us has our own personal relationship with the tech revolution. Mine began in the early 1980s, when I was, I believed, at the cutting edge. I played a game called Manic Miner on the ZX Spectrum, obsessively, on our family TV. I got to Level 20 – the end of the game – not bettered by any of my mates. I was not so proficient at its mildly disappointing sequel, Jet Set Willy. The next twenty years in tech more or less passed me by until 2003, when I was teaching politics at Harvard University around the time that an undergraduate there named Mark Zuckerberg was founding Facebook. ‘Zuck’ was not in my class but I taught a very nice young undergraduate called Joe Green, who was his room-mate, I discovered later.10 I remember Joe telling me excitedly about something called Friendster, a social networking site that predated Facebook, and trying to impress upon me that this was going to change the world and politics in particular beyond recognition. I was, in retrospect, more dismissive than I should have been, nodded absently and asked him where his essay was. Joe, you were right and I was wrong.

I absolutely believe that technology can be – indeed often is – a force for good in our society. I see this with my kids, who can’t imagine a world without the ability to find out facts, connect with friends and do all the other things tech enables you to do. Tech firms offer the promise of advance and solutions for an extraordinary range of problems, but we’re going to have to rein in the power of a few of the biggest players in the market to ensure technology works in the interests of society.

A particular aspect of the tech revolution has become apparent during the pandemic, which illustrates what happens when markets are left to spiral out of control. While essential workers have faced insecurity, low pay and very real risks to their lives, a small group of businesses (and their owners) have been doing staggeringly well. At the start of 2020, before the pandemic, five of the six most valuable companies in the world were US-based tech firms: Apple, Microsoft, Alphabet (Google’s owner), Amazon and Facebook.11 The top two of these were valued at more than $1 trillion each. During Covid, as people became increasingly dependent on their services, the value of these and many other tech firms skyrocketed.12

Amazon was the biggest winner of all. Its founder and CEO Jeff Bezos – already the richest person in the world – saw his personal fortune shoot up by more than $70 billion in the six months after the first lockdowns began.13 When this was discovered, it was estimated that Bezos could give every Amazon worker $105,000 and still be as rich as he was before Covid hit.14 This must have sounded like a bad joke to Amazon warehouse employees, given the well documented problems with how they are treated.15 (At the time of writing, Jeff Bezos is yet to announce this generous bonus for his hard-working staff.)

Jeff Bezos’s fortune is clearly a problem if we care about inequality, but there’s something else going on here too. This stupendous accumulation of wealth, and indeed the enormous value of these companies, reflects their market dominance.16 In the UK 93 per cent of internet searches are done on Google.17 Facebook and Google together take eighty pence of every pound spent on digital advertising spending in the UK.18 A third of all of our online shopping is done on Amazon.19 More than 99 per cent of smartphones in the UK use either Apple or Google software.20 None of these are absolute monopolies – a situation where there is only a single supplier – but they are clearly very concentrated markets.

If a few companies are dominant, isn’t that just a sign that they’re getting something right? These companies have great products but there is a lot more going on here. It’s not that these companies haven’t faced potential competitors, but that they’ve gobbled them up. Between them, the five largest Big Tech firms have purchased more than 400 smaller companies over the last decade.21 When Facebook snapped up Instagram back in 2012, it bought out a fast-growing app on its way to becoming a serious competitor. When Google bought route-mapping app Waze in 2013, it similarly took over a successful product challenging its own Maps software. When Amazon bought Whole Foods in 2017, it extended its dominance of retail to include the US food market.22 There are concerns that tech entrepreneurs starting companies are now more focused on being bought by a Big Tech firm than competing with them.23

Acquisitions aren’t the only way Big Tech firms have entrenched their dominance. Amazon, for example, has been accused of keeping its e-book prices artificially low to squeeze out other e-book services.24 In 2017 Google was fined €2.4 billion by the European Union for prioritising Google Shopping in search results at the expense of other shopping comparison websites.25 In other words, Google used its power to promote its own product on its search engine and shut competitors out. If the tech giants are able to either buy up or shut out any potential competitor then no one has a hope of challenging their position, now or in the future.

Why should this bother us? The promise of markets is that competition between multiple firms ensures that consumers get what they want at the best price, but this only works if new providers are able to enter the market and consumers have real choices. As a result, monopoly is a classic case of the market failure I mentioned in the introduction to this part of the book, where intervention is needed to ensure that markets work properly. More fundamentally, Part II is about protecting the things that matter from the destruction that markets left to their own devices can bring. If the undoubted concentration of power in the tech sector is doing us harm, then it is time for society to step in.

On the surface, there might seem little to worry about with firms such as Google or Facebook; after all, they offer free services that make our lives easier. But look deeper and things aren’t so rosy. To get to the heart of it, we’ve got to understand that the business model of many of these firms is about extracting and selling our personal data – a model dubbed surveillance capitalism.26 Each time we message a friend, search for a product or share a link to an article, we are tracked. This builds a powerful picture of our actions, views and preferences, which can then be used to refine services, market products to us directly or sell targeted advertising opportunities to third parties. In a sense, we’re not really the consumer but the product. Or rather, our attention is the product, sold by the tech platform to the companies that wish to advertise to us.

The UK’s Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) recently came to an important conclusion: ‘weak competition in search and social media leads to reduced innovation and choice and to consumers giving up more data than they would like’.27 In other words, the extent of intrusion into our lives is connected to the market dominance of Big Tech. We have nowhere else to go, so the dominant firms prioritise their bottom line over the interests of users. A recent report commissioned by the UK government similarly concluded that, with greater competition between services, platforms would have to do more to attract users – show fewer adverts, for example, or collect less of our data, or even pay us for it.28

Meanwhile, more than a million UK advertisers, many of them small businesses, now depend on Facebook and Google to market their products and services.29 Google has more than a 90 per cent share of the £7.3 billion search advertising market in the UK, while Facebook has over 50 per cent of the £5.5 billion display advertising market. In a competitive market we might expect prices to be driven down over time, but the CMA found that Facebook’s revenue per user has gone up ten-fold over the last decade and the amount Google charges is 30 per cent to 40 per cent higher comparing like-for-like search terms to a rival platform.30 This is bad for those businesses that have to pay higher prices and for consumers too. As the CMA put it, ‘Weak competition in digital advertising increases the prices of goods and services across the economy.’31

We should be particularly worried about the effect of this on one specific type of business: media organisations. The dominance of Facebook and Google in online advertising threatens the funding stream of high-quality journalism, which the Competition and Markets Authority has warned could ‘have detrimental effects on the functioning of our democracy and the accountability of those in positions of power’.32 Online publishers such as newspapers are reliant on the platforms for traffic. Changes to the design or algorithms of tech services can have a huge impact on the traffic, and therefore revenue, that news publishers receive. The concentration of power in the tech industry means publishers have little bargaining power and are at the mercy of decisions made by Big Tech.33 Furthermore, Google owns many of the tools and services in the digital advertising market, meaning it is involved in selling adverts on news publishers’ websites. So publishers are even more dependent on Google for advertising revenue. The weak bargaining position of news publishers risks translating to less ad revenue, which in turn means less money to invest in the news that is our primary means of holding the powerful to account.

The potential harm caused by the dominance of a business such as Amazon is slightly different. The accusations that I mentioned about e-book prices matter because if a firm can squeeze out competitors, it puts them in a position to raise prices down the line when customers have fewer alternatives. Indeed, Amazon now controls 65 per cent of the e-book market in the US. This market dominance could also be used to put pressure on book publishers to accept less favourable terms, in turn weakening the publishing industry.34 So, by gaining dominance in an industry, a firm such as Amazon risks causing harm to businesses, consumers and society more widely.

As if all this isn’t enough, the rapidly growing economic power of the tech giants has allowed them to acquire influence in the political arena, and that influence has been used to lobby against more regulation of their activities. In the US, Big Tech has become the second-largest lobbying industry (after pharmaceuticals), with Facebook, Amazon and Google among the most powerful corporate lobbyists.35 In fact, the office block that is home to Google’s lobbyists in Washington is the same size as the White House.36 Now they are turning their attention to Europe.37

The truth is, the very nature of these services means they have a tendency to become monopolies. Many tech services are platforms – they connect their users to information or other users. But the thing about a platform is that the more people use it, the more useful it gets. This is known in economics as a network effect. Facebook is good for keeping in touch because all of our friends and family are on it. Uber allows us to get home quickly because so many drivers are signed up to it. Network effects mean that once a platform is successful, it will attract more and more users. Furthermore, this tendency for success to breed success is exacerbated by the value of data to tech services. The more data a company has, the better able it is to refine its services for users or offer targeting tools for advertisers. Part of the reason Google is such a useful search engine is because it has developed its algorithms over billions of searches, and part of the reason Facebook is so valuable to advertisers is because it has built up data that allows them to precisely target users. Network effects and the value of data favour existing firms, suggesting that market dominance is in the DNA of Big Tech.

If all of this is true, why haven’t governments acted? Part of the explanation is that the internet was born with, and still has, brilliant liberating tendencies. Breaking the control of media gatekeepers gives everyone access to a mass audience as a YouTuber, blogger, even a podcaster. But the liberating appeal of this technology has been used as an excuse for libertarianism – making information free from gatekeepers has been conflated with making the tech giants free of government regulation. The message from Silicon Valley has been, ‘Trust us. We know what the future is more clearly than you, so leave us alone.’ And tech moves at warp speed. The philosophy of Facebook is ‘Move fast and break things’; the approach of government tends to be ‘Move slowly and analyse things.’ As Big Tech innovates, policymakers have been left behind scratching their heads.

Governments around the world have failed to step up to their duty to protect society from market dominance. They have largely taken the view that because the Big Tech firms don’t appear to be using their dominance to drive up prices for consumers, their monopoly power isn’t harmful. The core of Lina Khan’s paper was that governments had been too focused on this kind of narrow price-based interpretation of what’s known as ‘consumer welfare’.38 Such an approach dictates that if, for example, one company tries to buy another, governments should only intervene if this will lead directly to customers paying higher prices.39 It’s worth pointing out this doesn’t even work on its own terms: anti-competitive practices may have no effect on prices in the short term but empower a company to jack up prices once it becomes dominant. In the meantime, a narrow price-based approach does not take into account the erosion of our privacy, the undermining of quality journalism or the other threats to society and democracy that Big Tech poses.

Some argue that we don’t need to abandon the consumer welfare approach entirely because, in the UK at least, regulators are able to take factors beyond prices into account. So consumer welfare can be interpreted in a broader sense to include things like innovation and the quality of services.40 But Lina Khan’s overriding point is one of principle: we shouldn’t allow our interests as consumers to crowd out everything else we value. After all, she argues, we don’t just interact with tech firms as consumers, but also ‘as workers, producers, entrepreneurs, and citizens’.41 Interestingly, the Competition and Markets Authority has argued that the UK needs a tech regulator with a duty ‘to further the interests of consumers and citizens’.42

The good news is that we can change course, and whatever approach we choose, there is increasing momentum for change. There’s nothing inevitable about the continued lack of accountability of Big Tech. Without oversight, many markets over the years have tended towards monopoly, and governments have successfully stepped in. Back in the early twentieth century, US president Theodore Roosevelt broke up monopolies in the oil industry and railroads, earning a reputation as a ‘trust buster’.43 Telecoms giant AT&T was split by the US government into eight different companies in the 1980s.44

Lina Khan represents a growing movement calling for trust busting to be brought into the twenty-first century, and in recent years governments around the world have begun to heed the calls. In the US, state governments and federal agencies began a string of lawsuits at the end of 2020 accusing Google and Facebook of exploiting their market dominance.45 Around the same time, the EU began developing new laws to prevent the largest online gatekeepers from acting unfairly.46 To give credit where it’s due, the UK government has also backed proposals for a new Digital Market Unit within the Competition and Markets Authority. If and when it is created, we will have a dedicated regulator to look at tech competition for the first time.47 But change depends on making sure a regulator has the right powers – and uses them when it is appropriate.

Getting to grips with Big Tech is going to take a well equipped toolbox, and by now we should be past the point of fumbling around inside. There are three tools we should be using in particular. First, we need to prevent Big Tech firms exploiting their dominance. Some tech companies both run platforms and compete on them. Think of Amazon selling own-brand products on its Marketplace platform or Google Maps or Google Shopping coming up as results on Google Search. We should have clear rules in place to stop them squeezing out other businesses through for example deprioritising competitors in search results or copying their products.

Second, and related to the above, we have to address the problem of anti-competitive takeovers. As we’ve seen, globally in the last decade there have been hundreds of takeovers by Amazon, Apple, Facebook, Google and Microsoft. Competition regulators haven’t blocked a single one.48 Whether a specific takeover is a problem is a matter for in-depth scrutiny and debate, but it’s reasonable to think we could do more here. How much influence can we in the UK have over companies based thousands of miles away in Silicon Valley? The answer is more than you might think. Tech platforms are subject to the laws of each country they operate in, regardless of where they are headquartered. It is not quite clear what would happen if a tech merger was blocked in one country but not another. However, a high-profile inquiry into digital competition carried out for the UK government in 2019 concluded that any decision to block a merger in the UK might well be adopted by other countries around the world. Remarkably, a number of companies involved in mergers told the inquiry they would have abandoned them completely if they had been blocked in the UK.49 This suggests the UK could influence the global practices of Big Tech. Already the CMA has proposed that the most powerful digital platforms should be subject to more stringent rules when it comes to takeovers.50

Third, regulators should address the root causes of concentrated markets, one of which is the inherent advantage of size conferred by network effects. Let’s try an extremely fanciful thought experiment. Imagine I wanted to set up Edbook as a competitor to Facebook – don’t worry, I get that Silicon Valley has enough former British politicians as it is, and I missed my chance with Joe Green. However good it was, and even if it offered all sorts of services that Facebook does not, perhaps the biggest obstacle I’d face would be persuading people to start a new profile from scratch, kissing goodbye to the years of contacts, images, conversations and followers they’d built up.

But now imagine if that wasn’t a problem: you could take your photos, messages, list of friends from one social network over to another.51 This would require the tech firms to adopt common standards and file formats but is perfectly possible from a technical point of view; indeed, data mobility and interoperability are common elsewhere.52 Just think about how easy it now is to transfer a mobile number to a different phone network or move money, direct debits and standing orders to a new bank account.53 Why shouldn’t the same be true of tech services? By making it significantly easier to switch to an alternative, we could begin to erode the network advantages of the existing firms. There are many more applications. Think of being able to transfer your viewing history to a new streaming app so it can recommend TV programmes or films relevant to you. Or newsfeed apps that bring together updates from your friends regardless of which social network they use.54 Of course, we would have to consider the implications of each of these innovations for data privacy, but if well designed and secure, regulators could even be given the power to mandate them in circumstances where there is little competition.

The solutions discussed so far assume that a combination of regulation and structural reform can mitigate the tech industry’s tendency towards monopolisation. If they fail, some believe we may be forced to conclude that tech platforms are in fact natural monopolies, where incumbents have such an advantage that competition just isn’t possible. In the past this has led to water, electricity, telecoms and broadband companies being regulated as ‘utilities’ because of the essential services they provide. Some critics of Big Tech advocate for a fourth tool which would be to regulate them as utilities, limiting what they can do and the profits they are allowed to make.55

However, given how little has been done so far to rein in Big Tech, it is not at all clear that they are natural monopolies, so this seems a step too far. Finally, while the UK could go it alone, an internationally coordinated approach would be far more likely to succeed, which means cooperating with the US and EU in particular.

The extraordinary technological developments of the last few decades have changed our lives in innumerable and positive ways, but when it comes to the dangers of tech dominance, we have been asleep at the wheel, our most basic assumptions stuck in the past. The new reality of free services and valuable data requires a new approach to competition policy, one that looks beyond a narrow focus on short-term market prices. The lesson here is that when technological change happens, markets change too, and public policy must adapt if innovation is to benefit society as a whole.




CHAPTER 10

On Your Bike – and Your Feet

Wander around a big city like London or New York at the end of the nineteenth century and you’d see horses. Lots of them. Horses were the backbone of urban transport, pulling carts, buses and trams. The problem with horses is they produce a rather unfortunate waste product. Horses can relieve themselves of twenty pounds of excrement or more each day.1 Multiply that by the tens of thousands of animals on the streets of a city like London and, as I’m sure you can imagine, we’re talking about a weighty problem. By the 1890s, people were in a panic about what to do about the rising mounds. One New Yorker predicted that in a few decades the build-up of waste would reach the third floor of Manhattan’s windows.2 City leaders are said to have struggled to come up with solutions to what has since become known as the Great Manure Crisis.3

Looking back now, of course, we all know what happened next. While city planners were fretting about horses, engineers were inventing the motorcar. Within decades, cars were being mass-produced at an affordable price and quickly became the mode of transport of choice, leaving any worries about horses and their waste far behind. While some people argue the extent of the crisis has been exaggerated in hindsight, the story may still offer lessons for us today (beyond the obvious about horses and excrement).4 Depending on who you ask, it is a parable about our tendency to assume the future will resemble the past, or it proves the power of technology to find solutions to our most overwhelming problems. Or even, less optimistically, it is a warning that just as technological progress has replaced animals with machines, it could do the same to us.5 But here’s another thought: maybe it should lead us to think about how we get around today.

A key reason for the rise of the car is that it has been absolutely emancipatory for our lives. It’s easy to take the car for granted now, but its widespread use from the mid-twentieth century onwards radically opened up where people could go and what they could do. Cars made it easier to commute, enabling workers to live further away from their jobs. Shopping was no longer limited to the local area. People could travel across the country to see friends, family or go on holiday whenever they wanted, unconstrained by the routes and timetables of the railways.6 We shouldn’t lose sight of the multitude of benefits that cars have brought.

But while we’ve got rid of the manure, that doesn’t mean we’re out of the doo-doo. Our changing transport habits have been liberating but at the same time thrown up new problems. The Great Pollution Crisis. The Great Road Safety Crisis. The Great Inactivity Crisis. The Great Public Space Crisis. Not to mention the Great Climate Crisis. Lots of people rely on cars, particularly in more rural areas, and cars will continue to be necessary for many and play a vital role in getting us where we want to go. Lots of people also depend on driving for work and income. But alongside the role of the car and public transport, this chapter is about how we provide better alternatives. In particular, the extraordinary potential of two other ingenious ways of getting around. Both are cheap, convenient and already widely available. When it comes to tackling the really big challenges of our world, you might not immediately think of them. But it’s time to recognise the potential of the humble bicycle and our own two feet

First, though, I have a confession. You know how most children learn to ride a bike around five or six? Well, I learned late – about eleven or twelve – and have always been a very, very nervous rider. What’s more, having learned, I left it more than three decades before doing anything more than a few minutes of uncomfortable wobbling. We went through six prime ministers, drainpipe trousers, Duran Duran, the invention of the internet, email, Twitter, Facebook, the bacon sandwich – and still I resisted two wheels.

When the first lockdown began and people were discouraged from using public transport, I had to work out how I could get to work in an environmentally friendly way. This led to a brief flirtation with an adult tricycle – as in, I test-drove one (nervously). But somehow it didn’t seem for me. I was a bit worried about the stigma (and the photos) and I had a vision of myself blocking the cycle lanes. Then, aged fifty, thanks to my podcast co-host Geoff and a holiday accidentally taken in Europe’s mountain-biking capital – the French resort of Châtel – I had an epiphany. Geoff kept telling me that he had taken up cycling and it was brilliant. He told me not to worry because he wasn’t very coordinated either. And now, here I was with my family in Châtel, where the main thing to do was cycle. So I hired an electric bike.

This was the eureka moment. I realised I could ride better than I thought, save for once toppling over into what you might loosely call a cabbage patch, and electric bikes were fun. Then back in London I started venturing out on local journeys and have now even made it to work. Apart from causing a major hold-up on the Embankment cycleway (sorry to that lady and her grandchild), it went smoothly, even if it took me some time. I also got a Conservative MP who was standing at the entrance to my office in Westminster to take a picture to show I had done it. I now have the zeal of a convert.

In all seriousness, though, we’ve seen throughout this part of the book how policymaking is often out of step with the things we really value in our lives, and yet it shapes them so profoundly that we can lose sight of the fact that even the most apparently immutable things – the way we travel every day, the design of our cities, even my fear of cycling – all could be different. One of the more subtle impacts of the dominance of markets is the erosion of the idea that as a society we can make decisions about the future we want to build. There is an ingrained assumption that market forces merely enact the inevitable, and government’s role is therefore to facilitate that. This assumption is wrong, and we should ask ourselves, if we were thinking from scratch about how we wanted to travel around our towns and cities, what would we prioritise?

I would put safety and speed at the top of my list. I would also want transport that was affordable and accessible for everyone, that didn’t take up more public space than it had to and had a minimal impact on both the local environment and our planet as a whole. Ultimately, if town and city planning reflected the lives we want to live, I think walking and cycling would be taken far more seriously.

For a start, they can make us healthier and happier. At the moment one in three of us in the UK fails to do the 150 minutes of weekly exercise recommended by health professionals.7 Physical inactivity causes one in six deaths.8 The impact on our mental health is just as stark, given that physical activity is associated with lower levels of depression and anxiety.9 Of course, we all know that exercise is good for us, but the problem is that building it into our lives is easier said than done. Here we can learn from the so-called blue zones. These include the island of Sardinia, Okinawa in Japan and Nicoya in Costa Rica, described as ‘rare longevity hotspots around the world where people are thriving into their 100s’.10 Their secret? It’s not that they have lots of branches of PureGym. People in these places exercise as they go about their daily lives – walking and gardening, for example – without really thinking about it.11 If your go-to ways of getting around involve exercising, you no longer have to find the time or energy to fit it in at the end of a busy day. Exercise just happens.

Inactivity isn’t the only deadly consequence of our current transport habits. Every year around 25,000 people are killed or seriously injured on our roads.12 Air pollution, meanwhile, is associated with a whole range of health problems and is thought to be responsible for approximately 40,000 deaths in the UK each year.13 Poor air quality has a disproportionate impact on particular groups. Research in London has found that deprived communities and communities with a high proportion of Black residents are more likely to be exposed to harmful levels of air pollution than other neighbourhoods.14 Giving people decent alternatives so we reduce the number and length of car journeys will make our air cleaner and streets safer. As for the streets themselves, designing our lives purely around the car just isn’t an efficient use of public space. One study found cycle lanes can carry 2.5 times as many people as car lanes, despite taking up half the space.15 And if you added up the square metreage taken up by parking spaces across the country, you’d get an area larger than Birmingham.16

These issues bring to mind a cartoon someone once showed me of an audience at a conference listening to a speaker list all the benefits of taking action on the climate crisis – from cleaner air to healthier children. Someone in the crowd interrupts: ‘What if it’s a big hoax and we create a better world for nothing?’17 Even before we get to thinking about tackling the climate crisis, more walking and cycling could help build a better world. That said, the most urgent case for change is that road transport currently contributes around a fifth of carbon emissions in the UK, and most of that that comes from cars.18 Emissions from public transport are negligible in comparison.

As I said in the first chapter of this book, electric cars are without a doubt key to getting emissions down. They offer a really important part of our transport future, but just replacing every conventional car journey with an electric car journey isn’t going to be enough. The government’s climate change advisers say we need to reduce our car use overall. They propose a reduction in car miles of at least 9 per cent by 2035, 17 per cent by 2050.19 There are a number of reasons this is necessary. These include the fact that changing the UK’s entire fleet of cars from petrol and diesel to electric is going to take a while. Just think of how long people tend to own cars, and then add to that how long second-hand cars stay in circulation after their first owner has passed them on. The average car stays in use for fourteen years, meaning that even if every brand-new car sold is fully electric by 2030, the transition will continue for years after that.20 Additionally, manufacturing and powering electric cars still results in carbon emissions. We are making progress on decarbonising the production process and electricity supply but cannot ignore the emissions in the meantime.21

Of course, walking and cycling aren’t the only answers here. There are going to have to be far more journeys on buses, trains and trams. That will require proper investment in all forms of public transport. (In Chapter 12 I will discuss how local communities should have more powers to improve transport.) But there is one final advantage of walking and cycling over alternatives. The average UK household spends nearly sixty pounds a week on owning and running a car, about 10 per cent of its household budget, and a further fifteen pounds on other forms of transport including bus and rail fares.22 The beauty of walking and cycling is that they cost next to nothing and so have the potential to make a serious dent in the cost of everyday travel.

Yet in Britain just 2 per cent of journeys are made by bike. That compares to 12 per cent in Germany, 16 per cent in Denmark and a staggering 27 per cent in the Netherlands.23 When it comes to walking, we’re closer to the European average with about a quarter of trips taken on foot, but there is still enormous potential for us to spend less time in the car. A quarter of our current car journeys are under two miles, and more than half of car journeys are under five miles.24 We can’t walk and cycle everywhere, but these kinds of distances are short enough to be covered on foot or bike if we made it easier to do so.

So why don’t we cycle more? History matters here. For Britain, as for many other countries, the twentieth century was the century of the car. From a standing start at the turn of the century, cars quickly became the mode of transport of choice. There were 3 million motor vehicles on the roads in 1939, 4.5 million in 1950 and more than 9 million in 1960.25 In the middle of the century politicians talked up Britain’s promising future as a ‘car-owning democracy’ and, for obvious and understandable reasons, the car came to symbolise the independence and aspiration of the age.26

By the late 1950s and early 60s, however, congestion and road safety were becoming real issues. In 1961, for example, 7,000 people were killed and 350,000 people injured on British roads.27 The government commissioned civil servant Colin Buchanan to come up with a solution. The 1963 Buchanan Report concluded that while traffic could be limited in some areas, many towns and cities would have to be wholly reconstructed around cars.28 While never adopted in full, the report shaped development for decades. Car parks, flyovers and urban motorways were considered the infrastructure of the future, and road spending increased rapidly.29 Other ways of getting around were neglected: cycling declined from 10 per cent of all travel by distance in the 1950s to just 1 per cent in the 1970s, while car journeys increased from less than 30 per cent to around 75 per cent of total distance travelled.30

Contrary to what you might expect, a similar thing happened in the bike utopia of the Netherlands. From the early twentieth century, the Dutch had been ahead of other European nations on cycling, perhaps a result of their famously flat landscape.31 But they weren’t immune to the draw of the car. Just as in the UK, the post-war years saw a boom in car ownership and urban planning centred around automobiles rather than bikes. Cycling fell rapidly in the 1960s and 1970s and journeys became increasingly hazardous for those who kept on their bikes.32

But then something changed. In October 1971 six-year-old Simone Langenhoff was killed by a speeding car which hit her as she was cycling on a narrow road to school. She became one of more than 3,000 people, including 450 children, killed on Dutch roads that year.33 Simone’s father, Vic Langenhoff, was a journalist on a national newspaper and used his platform to campaign for road safety. This helped set off Stop de Kindermoord (Stop the Child Murders), which grew into a huge social movement across the country. With activists stopping traffic and unilaterally pedestrianising entire roads, Stop de Kindermoord caught the national mood and Dutch politicians began to take notice. Alongside the impact of the 1973 oil crisis on fuel prices, it led the Netherlands to abandon the car-first planning model.34 Over the following decades, the government invested in cycling infrastructure and built the segregated bike lanes that the country is now famous for, which went from 9,000 kilometres in the mid-70s to more than 30,000 kilometres today. Bike use rose again.35

Cyclists are now far from an afterthought in the Netherlands. Rather than them having to rely on helmets to lessen the consequences of collisions, streets are designed to prevent accidents involving cycles happening in the first place. When they share road space with bicycles, drivers are restricted to low speeds and reminded to look out for other road users. Wherever possible, cyclists are given separate lanes, protected by barriers and bollards.36 Cycling lessons are widespread in schools – something that would have really helped me. It works. In cities such as Amsterdam around two thirds of all trips are by bike or on foot, compared to less than a third (28 per cent) in London.37

The Dutch experience shows that if you want people to cycle, you’ve got to make people of all ages and abilities feel safe and comfortable. As a late convert to cycling, I feel this really strongly. Cycle lanes, for example, slow my pulse and make me feel much more comfortable. On my first trip to Westminster, I discovered some byways that were cyclists only, as well as the more formal cycle lanes. They were such a relief.

There is another important lesson here too: if you build it, they will come. This relates to the point I made earlier about markets, government and how we shape the future. Through much of the twentieth century, British transport planning operated on the principle of ‘predict and provide’.38 In other words, if you expect car use to increase, then you’ve got to build the roads to accommodate it. This treats the demand for any type of transport as predetermined and inevitable. But transport choices aren’t inevitable; they are influenced by the environment that we build. Invest in good-quality walking and cycling routes so people have good alternatives and they will use them. If the only easy and safe way to get around is by car then it’s no surprise we are so dependent on them. We shape our streets and then our streets shape us. Let’s decide what kind of transport system we want, give people the widest possible choice and then design our towns and cities to facilitate it.39

The tale of two Spanish cities shows how rapidly change can happen. Pontevedra and Seville are very different places. One is a small municipality in the north-west of the country, the other a southern city more than ten times its size. But they have both revolutionised their use of public space.

Back in 2000, Pontevedra was like a lot of places in Spain – and indeed the UK. Thousands of cars passed through the city each day, and traffic congestion was ruining the place. As Miguel Anxo Fernández Lores, mayor of Pontevedra since 1999, says, ‘The historical centre was dead … There were a lot of drugs, it was full of cars – it was a marginal zone. It was a city in decline, polluted, and there were a lot of traffic accidents. It was stagnant. Most people who had a chance to leave did so.’40 Mayor Lores decided to do something different. He pedestrianised 300,000 square metres of the centre, making it only accessible to walkers and cyclists. Parking spaces have been removed from the inner city and replaced with an out-of-town car park.41 The result is that traffic has reduced by 90 per cent in the centre and 50 per cent across the city as a whole.42

Pontevedra’s fortunes have been transformed. Three quarters of previous car journeys are now made on foot or by bike; carbon emissions are down by nearly three quarters, and traffic collisions are down too. People are now clamouring to move into the municipality rather than out of it; Pontevedra is the fastest growing-city in the region, with 12,000 more residents than it had two decades ago.43 Most important is the effect the changes have had on residents’ quality of life. You can walk right down the middle of most streets with no fear of being knocked over. Polluted roads have been replaced with tree-lined plazas. Unsurprisingly, Pontevedra has won a string of awards around the world.44

It is far harder to pedestrianise somewhere the size of Seville (population 1 million), but this city has also learned to imagine life with fewer cars. In the mid-2000s Seville’s new city council leadership decided to take cycling seriously. Back then only between 1 and 2 per cent of journeys in Seville were made by bike.45 However, a group of cycling enthusiasts had been lobbying for decades for things to change, and they won. Over five years from 2006, Seville built a huge network of 120 kilometres of segregated Dutch-style cycle lanes.46 The city built fast so the potential of the new system could be demonstrated as quickly as possible, and the effects are now clear to see. Wander down a street in Seville today and you’ll see everyone from children to people in their seventies using the new lanes. Between 2006 and 2011, when the network was completed, the number of bike trips in Seville increased five-fold.47 They’re still a long way off Dutch levels of cycling, but getting five times as many cyclists on the road in just a few years is significant progress. Seville is proof that change can happen quickly and at scale.

Pontevedra and Seville show the impact that imaginative local leaders can have, and from Manchester to London to Paris to New York, lots of the most exciting action on urban transport has come from local and regional governments.

Nothing demonstrates this better than the Bee Network being constructed in Greater Manchester. When Andy Burnham was elected the first mayor of the region in 2017, he immediately appointed Olympic gold medallist Chris Boardman as his walking and cycling commissioner. Passionate about figuring out how to get Greater Manchester cycling, Chris went to each of the area’s ten local authorities and asked them to think about how their roads could be redesigned. Within a few months, they had a plan for a thousand-mile network of walking and cycling routes across the city region. If completed it will be the largest network in the UK. It includes seventy-five miles of fully segregated cycle lanes, 1,400 safe road crossings and dozens of low-traffic neighbourhoods.48 An online consultation with members of the public generated 4,000 comments. According to Chris, the most negative response was: ‘Where’s ours?’49

The genius of the Greater Manchester approach was to bring together a bottom-up process and a grand overall vision. To build consensus for change and reassure people they weren’t going to lose out, Andy Burnham and Chris Boardman got local authorities and residents involved in the process. And while it would have been hard to build excitement about a single bike junction, a region-wide project offers something really to get behind. As they build the network bit by bit, residents can go online and see how local changes fit into the big picture. The plan has now grown to a proposed network of 1,800 miles and is at the heart of Greater Manchester’s plan for its post-Covid recovery.50

Inspiring as these examples are, we may need even more imaginative thinking about our cities and towns. Many are designed around zones for different purposes – residential areas, business districts, out-of-town retail, industrial parks – meaning that many of the everyday trips we make are too long to walk or cycle.51 And while in bigger cities people may have decent public transport options for these journeys, in many towns and smaller urban areas far too many do not.

Mayor of Paris Anne Hidalgo is so convinced there is a better way of doing things that in 2020 she made turning Paris into a ville du quart d’heure (fifteen-minute city) the centrepiece of her re-election campaign. This is the idea that you should be able to meet all of your daily needs within fifteen minutes’ walk or cycle of where you live.52 Melbourne has been pioneering something similar, aiming for twenty minutes by 2050.53 To achieve these aims would require thinking way beyond changes to transport infrastructure and also to the location of schools, hospitals, shops and workplaces. Instead of living in one area, working in another and spending your weekends somewhere else, you would spend far more time in your own neighbourhood, giving you the most valuable thing of all – more time. All those hours wasted commuting or stuck in traffic jams would be a thing of the past.54

A couple of years ago work might have been one of the biggest barriers to this, particularly for those commuting to offices, but, as we saw in the chapter on working time, the need for many to work at home during the Covid crisis has opened up our ability to imagine something different. In Paris there is talk of ensuring there are offices and co-working spaces in every neighbourhood so people can work closer to home.55

Of course there are obvious challenges to achieving this. It would require us to think differently about where we build our housing, not to mention reimagining the character of entire neighbourhoods and districts where thousands if not millions of people live. This kind of change really would be a long process of evolution. A recent study found that new housing developments are overwhelmingly designed around car use without good alternatives, so residents are dependent on out-of-town retail and leisure complexes. The report noted that housing is often cut off from walking and cycling routes, with ‘astonishing’ amounts of space given up to roads and parking.56 So it may take decades to realise the vision of fifteen-minute towns and cities, although we can hope the principles behind the idea will increasingly influence the location and design of new housing.

The response to the Covid crisis has reminded us that there is nothing inevitable about how we use our public space. In the worst of times and for the worst of reasons, the first few weeks of the lockdown in March and April 2020 saw road traffic fall by nearly three quarters to its lowest level since the 1950s.57 Towns and cities around the world experimented with giving more space to walkers and cyclists. From Manchester to Mexico City, from Bogota to Budapest, cities opened pop-up bike lanes and widened pavements. London announced the biggest car-free zone of any city in the world. Milan brought forward its 2030 plan to reduce car use by a whole decade.58 On some days that spring, cycling reached double, or even triple, its pre-Covid levels in the UK.59 Following temporary changes across the country, more than three quarters of British people said they supported permanent measures to encourage more walking and cycling.60

Ultimately, the big idea of this chapter isn’t actually about transport; it’s about building a better life for people: ensuring everyone can live in a clean and attractive neighbourhood and giving them more choice about how to get around. And the big idea of Part II has been that when it comes to our choices as a society, we cannot leave it to the market to decide. We need to make those choices ourselves, collectively, putting the market in its place. But the question we haven’t yet answered is how we do that. How do we really take back control?




Part III



TAKE BACK CONTROL




The promise of democracy – government by the people – is that power ultimately rests in all of our hands. This section asks whether we are currently living up to that promise.

The signs that we might not be are plain to see. The fight for representative democracy was the defining political struggle of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It was and is a magical, revolutionary idea: that all of us should count equally when it comes to electing our governments. It had to be fought for in the teeth of opposition from the rich and powerful who said that property or gender should continue to be qualifications to vote. Yet less than a century from the triumph of universal suffrage, our model of democracy is creaking. The turnout at every one of the last six general elections in the UK has been lower than at the previous eighteen conducted when all adults could vote.1 Satisfaction with our democracy is at a historic low.2

The question of why people are turning off is a complex one. Some of it is down to vanishing folk memories of the days when the vote was restricted to a tiny elite; an awareness of people having fought and died for the right to vote makes it more valued. We can see this declining awareness in the fact that older generations are much more likely to regard voting as a civic duty.3 But we also can’t avoid the issue of declining faith in the ability of the present model of politics to deliver. I have met many committed non-voters, but not one has ever said, ‘I think you’re all great and whoever is elected will do a tremendous job, so really I’m fine with whoever gets in.’ Persistent abstention speaks to dissatisfaction, even despair, not contentment. That is why it should trouble us. And there is a striking link between inequality and the degree of discontent, suggesting that the more people are left out of the social contract the greater the tendency to give up on democratic institutions.4 Denmark and Norway, characterised by high levels of equality, are rare examples bucking the trend towards greater voter distrust.5

If we put down dissatisfaction, at least in part, to the failure of our democracy to deliver for a lot of people, this suggests one solution to the problem of voter abstention is the kind of changes I’ve advanced in the first half of this book. By showing people that politics can make a difference, maybe we can reduce discontent. But Part III is about why rebooting our democracy should go beyond those changes. There are reasons that ‘Take back control’ was the most successful political slogan of at least the last decade. The remoteness of European institutions? Definitely. But it was about much more. It spoke to the wider experience of our lives – the sense that so much that matters is out of our control. When discussing how to change our country, we need to focus on issues like inequalities of income and wealth, but inequalities of power matter as much. If we care about the right of each of us to pursue our conception of a good life, then power matters. Not just the power we have as individuals, but the power to shape our street, our neighbourhood, our town, our country.

A Labour minister, Douglas Jay, famously said in the 1930s, ‘The gentleman in Whitehall really does know better what is good for people than the people know themselves.’6 That is still the heart of the problem. We live in a country where the deference of Douglas Jay’s time has largely gone, and people expect more control over their lives, but power remains beyond our reach. As we will see, we lack the ability to exert influence over everything from local public services to what happens at our place of work. This needs to change. If people are to reconnect with democracy, they need to be able to exert power over their lives at every possible opportunity.

The case for rebooting our democracy is not just that our current system is failing to deliver for people or that there is a principled case for more control, it is also that the system cannot deliver against the complex challenges of the modern age. Think about any issue we face today, and the knowledge and involvement of ordinary people are essential to tackling it. From climate change to loneliness in our communities, these are not problems that lend themselves to government simply pulling levers in Whitehall – or indeed the town hall. The state can’t do it on its own; people need to be at the heart of designing the solutions.

All this leads me to believe that while improving the institutions of representative democracy matters a lot, we need to go further and give people more of a voice than they get from voting in an election every few years. What is really exciting is that there are lessons to be learned from all round the world about how to achieve this. There is so much democratic experimentation on which we can draw to truly take back control.




CHAPTER 11

Jury Service

What innovation helped overwhelmingly Catholic Ireland become the first country to legalise same-sex marriage through a referendum? How did Texas, the leading oil and gas state in America, become its leader in renewable power? What does the contemporary Mongolian constitution have in common with ancient Greece? These may sound like questions from the nerdiest pub quiz of all time, but the answer to all three, and the subject of this chapter, is an intriguing and increasingly fashionable tool for revitalising democracy.

On 22 May 2015 an amendment to the Irish constitution that extended marriage rights to same-sex couples was approved in a referendum with 62 per cent support.1 It followed the deliberations of a citizens’ assembly: a gathering of sixty-six randomly selected members of the public and thirty-three legislators, brought together over a number of weekends to consider evidence from those for and against the amendment, to weigh the arguments on either side and reach a conclusion. In the event they came to a very clear view. Of the members of the assembly, 80 per cent were in favour of extending marriage rights to same-sex couples.2 The referendum followed two years later.

The following year another citizens’ assembly, this time consisting of ninety-nine randomly selected individuals (no legislators) was convened to consider an issue that for decades had been in the country’s ‘too difficult’ box.3 Ireland had some of the most restrictive abortion laws in the world and, to the surprise of many, the assembly recommended by a clear majority that Ireland reform its laws and legalise abortion. Another referendum followed, and this time the specific recommendations of the assembly formed a guide for the parliamentary committee which framed the referendum question. On 25 May 2018 Ireland voted two to one to relax its abortion laws.4

As the Irish Times recently put it: ‘The deliberations of the assemblies were a vital step on the road to generating support for constitutional change on both issues. Politicians had shirked dealing honestly with the abortion issue, in particular, for more than four decades and without the assembly’s work it is difficult to see how it would have been resolved.’5 On the back of these successes, the citizens’ assembly has become a seemingly permanent part of Irish politics. It has made recommendations on how to make Ireland a leader on the climate emergency and is now considering how to tackle the barriers to gender equality in Irish society.6

Ireland has definitely been a trailblazer when it comes to so-called deliberative democracy, but it is by no means the first place to have employed it. As a child I was a big fan of a series called Dallas, much to the bemusement of my Marxist father, and used to sneak into our living room to watch it. (If you’re doing a pub quiz and there is a Dallas round, you want me on your team.) Dallas was the story of the triumphs, trials and tribulations of a family of Texas oil barons, but it turns out oil is no longer the only place Texas gets its energy.

That’s because in the late 1990s, Texas governor and future president George W. Bush told his top regulator Pat Wood to ‘get smart on wind’ as a future source of power. Wood was dubious: wind was ‘California, Volvo-driving, Birkenstock-wearing, tree-hugging kind of stuff’.7 But he happened to meet a young professor at the University of Texas, James Fishkin, an enthusiast about public consultation with randomly selected people, a process he calls deliberative polling. In eight places around the state samples of the local populations were gathered to deliberate for a weekend about the energy choices facing their communities. The groups (ranging in size from 175 to 232) were representative of the communities in terms of both initial opinions and demographic characteristics.8 The organisers administered detailed questionnaires on first contact and then again at the end of the weekend. What emerged was unexpected – much greater support for renewable energy, even if it meant paying a bit more, support that grew from 52 per cent before people started their deliberations to 84 per cent afterwards. Soon after, the state legislature made additional commitments to renewable energy, setting Texas on course to become America’s leader.9

James Fishkin also played a part when Mongolia, a relatively new democracy, passed a law in 2017 that prohibited any change to its constitution without a citizens’ assembly considering the matter.10 The former Mongolian minister of foreign affairs and trade had spent some time as a visiting scholar at Stanford University, where Fishkin now teaches, and was so influenced by his work that he got one of the professor’s books translated into Mongolian and then persuaded his colleagues that deliberative democracy was a good idea.11 As a result, 669 Mongolian citizens descended on the capital Ulaanbaatar in April 2017 to discuss a whole range of constitutional questions, including whether there should be a two-chamber legislature and whether presidential elections should be direct or indirect. Going against the country’s parliamentarians, the citizens’ assembly opted for one chamber and direct presidential elections, and their view was accepted.12

This global revival of deliberative democracy all started rather inauspiciously. In 1988, James Fishkin wrote a two-page article in an American monthly magazine called the Atlantic entitled ‘The Case For a National Caucus’, which advocated for bringing together 1,500 representative voters to discuss and deliberate on the main issues at play in the 1988 presidential election.13 The article did not cause so much as a ripple. Indeed it didn’t even feature on the front cover of the magazine, beaten out by a story headlined ‘Are We Alone?’ about alien-seekers.

He may have been pipped to the cover by the Martians, but Fishkin had actually started something very big. The last three decades have seen a slowly dawning interest and then a massive rise in enthusiasm for the idea of deliberative democracy. Whereas thirty years ago one or two citizens’ assemblies took place annually, a recent survey suggests that more than twenty are organised each year, with 177 having taken place worldwide over the last decade.14 They have been used to consider how to deal with flooding in Gdansk, nuclear reactors in South Korea, a waste dump in South Australia and the climate crisis in the UK.15 In the US state of Oregon, whenever there is a referendum, a citizens’ assembly is convened to issue a factual guide to the matter being decided so that the population can consider its decision on the basis of impartial information.16 In one part of Belgium, Ostbelgien, there is a permanent citizens’ assembly which can decide for itself what to examine.17

The fact that deliberative democracy is now very much in vogue is all the more remarkable and thought-provoking when you consider that, to revive democracy today, James Fishkin and his disciples across the world have been turning to a tradition that is in fact 2,500 years old. In ancient Athens the legislative assembly was open to all male citizens. Of Athens’ 30,000–60,000 citizens, normally 6,000 chose to attend the assembly, where they voted on laws and appointed top officials. But they also had the Council of Five Hundred, which set the agenda for the assembly and scrutinised proposals before they went there for consideration.18

The council was selected by lot, like a criminal jury – a process known as sortition. Assuming an adult lifetime of forty years, every third citizen could expect to serve at least once as a member of the council, and was paid to do so for a year. According to the statesman Pericles, ‘ordinary citizens, though occupied with the pursuits of industry, are still fair judges of public matters’, and he believed that instead of being a ‘stumbling block in the way of action … [discussion] is an indispensable preliminary to any wise action at all’.19 Most top officials were also selected in this way – out of 700 paid ‘magistrates’, only 100 were chosen by election, and the rest by lot.20

We certainly shouldn’t romanticise the Athenian system, which excluded women, those without property and slaves, but deliberative democracy may have something to offer us. Could the principle implemented on a truly equal basis be a way of reviving our democracy? Aristotle wrote, ‘The basis of a democratic state is liberty … One principle of liberty is for all to rule and be ruled in turn.’21 We would be hard pressed to say the same is true today.

Sortition never completely died out; it was utilised in the Italian city-states of Venice and Florence and in the Spanish kingdom of Aragon.22 It even featured in late-imperial China between the sixteenth and early twentieth century.23 However, absolute monarchical rule was the norm for many hundreds of years, and when notions of democracy were revived in the eighteenth century with the French and American Revolutions, they came in a different form. The mixed model of elections and sortition as used in ancient Greece was discarded in favour of the pursuit of representative democracy. This is hardly surprising: overthrowing the rule of the aristocracy and securing political equality through the vote for all citizens was tough enough, taking the best part of two more centuries to achieve even in countries like ours. Practicality may also have been a factor in the neglect of sortition as most countries (and their populations) were far larger than an ancient Greek city-state.

So why has this idea, which was mostly discarded for centuries, seen a resurgence? In explaining why representative democracy was the right answer in the late eighteenth century, Thomas Jefferson, the father of American independence put it this way: ‘There is a natural aristocracy among men. The grounds of this are virtue and talents … May we not even say that that form of government is the best which provides the most effectually for a pure selection of these natural aristoi into the offices of government?’24 Given the recent crises we have been through, it is perhaps understandable that many people no longer buy the idea that our current systems, electoral or otherwise, put those of exceptional virtue and talent into positions of power. The Irish example is instructive. The roots of its citizens’ assembly lie in the economic crisis of 2008, which hit Ireland very hard. In its immediate aftermath there was a widespread feeling that the country’s institutions – including politics and the banking system – had failed the people. This was evident in the Irish election of 2011, when there was much talk of the need for political reform, in particular the fact that the population had little ownership of the country’s written constitution, which could only be changed by referendums instigated by the government.

But do citizens’ assemblies address the shortcomings of representative democracy? The best case for them is that when they work, they provide a place for informed, thoughtful political conversation rather than shrill, knee-jerk responses. People are given a serious civic responsibility, are paid for it, and all the anecdotal evidence suggests that they take it very seriously – just like jurors in criminal trials do. Like jurors, they answer to no one but themselves and are asked simply to consider what is best, without any regard as to whether it will be popular or not. In the process they bond with each other, and it is striking how positively participants describe their experiences. As one elected parliamentarian who was a member of the original, mixed Irish assembly put it, ‘An important … message which has emanated from the convention is that when a hundred people are put in a room together in the expectation that they will engage in a quality debate, they can be trusted to do just that. Such individuals do not have to be members of political parties or formal groups in order to take part in debates of that nature … people can follow a debate or a conversation and reach their own conclusions.’25

There is also reason to think that citizens’ assemblies can speak to one of the biggest challenges of our age. We live in a period of extreme polarisation in politics, but it is ignorance of other people’s views, not contact with them, that breeds hatred and anger. If you’re in the same room with someone, rather than arguing with them on social media, you are almost bound to achieve a greater understanding of where they are coming from. As a participant in the Belgian citizens’ assembly said, ‘If we were following the logic of [the reality TV show] Big Brother, we’d gradually eliminate the people who got on our nerves. But here, we don’t. We have to stick together and we have to show that you can achieve things when you work together.’26 Nor is there evidence that assemblies are dominated by a vocal minority. When members of the Irish assembly were asked, 70 per cent disagreed with the statement ‘Some participants tended to dominate the discussion’ and only 14 per cent agreed.27

Citizens’ assemblies can also potentially lead to better decisions simply because, as a cross-section of the public, they bring with them experience and insights that might not be obvious to politicians. Fishkin cites the example of Mongolia, where a deliberative process on government spending prioritised improved heating for schools and kindergartens not the shiny metro project that politicians favoured.28 And not all citizens’ assemblies deal with the most divisive moral issues, as in Ireland. Some are more practical. In the UK, local authorities are starting to organise their own citizens’ assemblies to consider how to tackle climate change in their areas.29 The advantages to be gained by harnessing the collective intelligence of people are now taken for granted in many walks of life including by many businesses, and yet in the context of our democracy we somehow think it is surprising. It shouldn’t be.

What the Irish case also shows is that deliberative democracy can work in conjunction with representative democracy to provide a channel through which decisions on difficult matters can be unblocked. There can be strong interests in the way of change, which sometimes become a barrier to doing what most people want. In Ireland it turned out the public was in a different place from the Catholic church on both same-sex marriage and abortion. It took the citizens’ assembly to persuade the politicians to act. The Irish experience also demonstrates that citizens’ assemblies provide a way for politicians to test public opinion on tricky issues at relatively low risk to themselves. Often it turns out the public are bolder and more up for change than the politicians assumed.

So citizens’ assemblies model a thoughtful form of public discourse, they draw on the knowledge of people and they can unblock tricky issues. They also tackle head on the elephant in the room: lack of trust in politics. By opening politics up to participation by ordinary people, politicians can get public involvement in decisions that might otherwise be dismissed as originating in the partisan interests of politicians. This is particularly relevant to issues like constitutional change, as in Mongolia, or redrawing electoral maps, a very controversial subject in the United States, as has been done in California.30 And if people are taken seriously – if civic responsibility is given to them – they will respond. Perhaps it is only by asking more of citizens and giving them greater responsibility that we can restore trust in politics. Deliberation exposes people to the trade-offs that are so often a feature of difficult decisions but which are so rarely acknowledged in politics or the media, let alone debated candidly with the public by politicians.

Perhaps it all sounds too good to be true. Before we get too carried away, we need to address the biggest limitation to these experiments in deliberative democracy: the legitimacy of their decisions. It is notable that neither of the Irish assemblies had any legislative authority, and the ultimate decisions were made by referendum. In the case of the French climate assembly, set up in the wake of the gilets jaunes (yellow vests) protests at fuel taxes and wider issues of unfairness in French society, relations between some assembly members and President Macron have soured over his failure to implement some of their demands. In the words of the French president: ‘Just because 150 citizens have written a document, that doesn’t make it the Bible or the Koran.’31 Macron gets at the key question. The number of people involved in a citizens’ assembly is a minute fraction of the electorate, far lower than the turnout at the most obscure election, so how far can their writ run?

The equality and inclusivity of the representative model – with every adult having the right to vote – remain the absolute bedrock of our democracy; we need to do everything we can to strengthen it. But part of doing so requires an acknowledgement of the limits of the model in an age of deep doubts about what it delivers, people’s desire for more of a say and the very complex problems faced by our society. That is why there is a real need to engage the public. There is a good analogy with the Climate Change Committee set up under the Climate Change Act of 2008, which I piloted through parliament. This committee of experts makes recommendations about what action government should be taking to tackle the climate crisis, including proposing five-year carbon budgets, providing expertise, long-term thinking and non-partisan analysis.32 This means that even though government makes the final call on what to do, the independent recommendations of the body are hard for them to push aside and strongly shape their decisions. It’s possible to imagine a similar role for citizens’ assemblies, particularly on issues that cross party lines and have proved consistently intractable. So in which areas might they work?

As we saw in Part II, caring for elderly people is one of the biggest unresolved issues of our time. We have had report after report, commission after commission, under governments of both parties, highlighting the unfairness and inadequacy of our social care provision. No party has succeeded in solving the problem. Two parliamentary select committees did commission a citizens’ assembly on social care on a small scale, which did useful work and indeed recommended a rise in taxes to pay for it. As one participant put it, ‘It’s not a vote loser if people are informed. Don’t underestimate the public – once they know they will be willing to pay. The lesson from these two weekends is that when everyone is informed consensus develops.’33 The problem was the lack of government buy-in. A large-scale citizens’ assembly on social care, whatever its conclusions, would be much harder to ignore and might make politicians braver.

An issue which has been around even longer than that of social care is reform of the House of Lords. We are supposed to be a democracy, and yet, as leader of the opposition, I got to choose new Labour peers. Every so often the government would allocate the party a number of peerages, and I had the absolute power to make people legislators. However meritorious the people I chose, and however pleased – or bemused – they were when I called them to make the offer, I always had a nagging sense this was a very odd way to do democracy. Reform of the House of Lords, one of the aims of the original Labour Party, was part of the 1997 Labour manifesto, and the Coalition government tried it in 2010. However, it is bedevilled by serious and important arguments about who should sit in it, what electoral system should be used to appoint them and how to avoid the gridlock that can occur in the US system when the two chambers compete for primacy. And yet there are lots of good ideas out there, such as a chamber of regional and national representatives situated outside London. A government interested in reform could put the various options to an assembly and see whether it could provide a long-term answer, with its deliberations free from partisan constraints and seen to be so.

Finally, we could give a citizens’ assembly a permanent role in tackling the climate emergency. Like the permanent Climate Change Committee, a citizens’ assembly could monitor progress and make suggestions to government. The key thing about the climate crisis is that it will require everyone to make changes, so all of us need to be part of the journey. I discussed in Chapter 1 the absolute need for fairness to be at the heart of the transition. What better way to get buy-in and find out what can work?

It has to be conceded none of these proposals solves the problem of scale – the fact that any citizens’ assembly can only include a tiny fraction of the population – which will inevitably lead some to challenge its legitimacy. James Fishkin concedes that we face a ‘trilemma’: we want a system based on political equality, deliberation and mass participation, but on the face of it we can have two of them but not all three. Representative democracy gives us mass participation and equality (of a sort), deliberative democracy gives us equality and deliberation but not mass participation.

As a solution, Fishkin and a colleague have suggested deliberation on a much larger scale. The idea is that every Presidential election year but well before the election itself the United States should have a Deliberation Day, when across the country millions of people engage in a large-scale deliberative exercise to consider the major issues of the campaign.34 Maybe he is on to something. The logistical and financing challenges are obvious, but imagine if we did this on the climate crisis – with clear questions about the issues we wanted citizens to address. It could be very powerful.

It’s easy to see the drawbacks of citizens’ assemblies, and done badly they could engender even more distrust – for example if their recommendations are ignored. But it’s important to remember the burning platform on which we stand. So often representative democracy engages in sham consultation with the public when in reality the decisions have already been taken. Deliberative processes can offer something better than that. The last word goes to Marc from Newcastle, a twenty-year army veteran, on his involvement in the UK Climate Assembly: ‘I felt like I’d won the lottery when I got the letter. I’d be daft not to do it – it’s amazing to get the chance to have a say and influence what may happen in the future.’35

Nobody has ever said to me that voting in an election is like winning the lottery. Marc’s words show how distant people feel from power, and how important it is to find new and different ways of bringing them closer. Citizens’ assemblies show how we might start to do that, by opening up our democracy and giving people greater control. But this is just the beginning.




CHAPTER 12

The Kids Are All Right

I was a precocious child when it came to politics; my parents encouraged me to have an opinion. It wasn’t exactly Karl Marx for breakfast, but even at eleven or twelve I would argue the toss with the slightly nonplussed friends of my parents who came round to dinner. I must have been a pretty irritating child, and at times they would get exasperated and say, ‘You won’t understand, you’re too young.’ My dad would invariably step in and tell his friends not to be patronising.

A conversation that took place in Washington DC in February 2019 in the office of eighty-five-year-old California Democratic senator Dianne Feinstein reminded me of that generational gulf. Senator Feinstein was talking to a group of a dozen or so young people, aged ten and upwards, about whether she would support a Green New Deal proposal in the US Senate. It didn’t go well. When a child no older than twelve pointed out that scientists are telling us we have only a decade to turn things round, Feinstein said, ‘It’s not going to get turned round in ten years.’ Then the senator asked a vociferous young person who said they had supported her in the election, ‘How old are you?’ Hearing the response (sixteen) she answered, ‘Well you didn’t vote for me.’1

Every politician has been in that spot where, for whatever reason, they feel they have to say no – and end up doing so in a very clumsy way. I’ve certainly been there. Feinstein is a Democrat who really does care about climate change, but she carries the wisdom, and burdens, of age and experience. In the footage of the encounter Feinstein doesn’t just look irritated, she looks bewildered; from her perspective, these young people are asking the impossible. In her view, the Green New Deal resolution just won’t pass the Senate – a chamber known as the place where good ideas go to die. How will it be paid for? And, she argues, it’s hardly a good resolution anyway. Ten-year old Magdalena captures the indignation of the young people best: ‘The government is supposed to be of the people, by the people and all for the people.’2

As we saw in Chapter 1, the decisions we make now on climate will have massive ramifications long into the future, and it is the young, not the people making those decisions, who will have to live with them. So the gulf in outlook between the senator and her visitors should really worry us. Yet this exchange actually makes me hopeful, because it shows us that young people are actively fighting for their future. We need that urgency, that sense of possibility in our politics. If we want to rebuild our democracy, we should invite the voices of the young into politics, not shut them out. They deserve to be heard and can make a difference. This chapter is about how to ensure that happens.

Currently, we are going in the opposite direction. Rich democracies have a young-people problem: their voice is becoming quieter not louder. An academic paper published in 2014 found that in the UK the average age of the median eligible voter is rising by about a year every decade. It was 44 in 1991, 45 in 2001, 46 in 2010, and forecast to be 47 in 2021 and 49 in 2031.3 And this ignores how far the old actually outvote the young in elections. It is thought there was a turnout gap of more than 20 percentage points between those aged 18–24 and those over 65 in the 2019 general election.4 It’s not simply that people are more likely to vote as they age; younger generations are significantly less likely to vote than older generations were at the same age. Research conducted in the aftermath of the 2015 general election found that by the age of 30 Generation X (born from the mid-1960s to 1980) and millennials (born in the 1980s and 1990s) are 20 per cent less likely to vote in elections than baby boomers (born in the post-war years) were at the equivalent age.5

What explains this disengagement? Polls show young people are less likely to care about the outcome of general elections than previous generations and are less likely to identify with a political party.6 Youth satisfaction with the performance of democracy is declining across the globe, with the steepest falls in the UK and other developed democracies.7 Researchers have also found a correlation between on the one hand wealth inequality and youth unemployment, and on the other rising youth dissatisfaction with democracy, suggesting it is partly a result of economic exclusion.8

We seem to be in a downward spiral. If young people feel democracy isn’t working for them and disengage from it, then politicians have less reason to appeal to them. This further reduces their influence, which makes it less likely that politics will reflect their interests. When only around half of 18- to 24-year-olds vote, as was the case in the 2019 general election, it suggests a profound disconnect between our democracy and a large number of the people it is supposed to represent.9 As older voters pass away, there is a risk that voting will become a minority sport. We have little hope of rebuilding the social contract if young people aren’t engaged in our democratic processes. At the extreme, people may turn elsewhere for political solutions. Young people in the UK, US and Europe are considerably less likely than those born in the post-war years to think that living in a democracy is ‘essential’ and twice as likely to say democracy is a bad way to run their country.10 Fully 35 per cent of under-35s in the UK think having the army rule the country is a good idea, against 15 per cent of over-65s. They are more likely to support a ‘strongman’ leader.11 British democracy is not on the brink of collapse – and some of this polling was conducted when the UK was going through the tumult of Brexit – but it would be foolish to stick our heads in the sand. Our democracy is like a neglected house in need of refurbishment. It won’t necessarily fall down if we don’t act soon, but it will become increasingly ramshackle – and it’s hard to know who might move in.

So how do we start to hear the voices of young people more clearly in our politics? It might sound counter-intuitive at first, but one way to help break the cycle of disengagement and lack of representation is to lower the voting age to sixteen. I’ll come on to why this might help with the practical problem of turnout, but there is a strong case in principle too: because at the moment highly consequential decisions are made about young people without them in the room. Think back to the fate of the Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) in 2010. First introduced in 2004, EMA gave sixteen- to eighteen-year-olds up to thirty pounds a week for staying in education or training. I was involved with the policy so you may think I’m biased, but independent evaluations say it was a success. It was an educational and financial lifeline for many young people. In particular, it made them far more likely to remain in education.12 Yet within months of the Coalition government coming to power after the 2010 general election, it was abolished and more than half a million young people lost their entitlement.13

EMA was far from the only victim of austerity after 2010, but it’s worth noting that the very same spending review that abolished it also set out the ‘pension triple lock’, which guarantees that pensions rise by a certain amount each year.14 There are good reasons to think that pensions should be protected; what is striking is that while those who could vote saw their interests safeguarded, those who could not, did not. Imagine a world in which the 1.5 million young people who were sixteen and seventeen at the time were able to vote. Would the EMA have been dispensed with in such a cavalier way? It seems unlikely. There is a reason that men and women fought for the right to vote: if you are a voter, politicians are more likely to take your interests into account.

A reduction in the voting age to sixteen might sound improbable, but the tide of history is running in its favour. In September 2014, for the first time in British history, more than 100,000 sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds were allowed to vote – in the Scottish independence referendum. They grabbed the opportunity with both hands: three quarters of them cast a ballot. Almost all – a staggering 97 per cent – said they would do so again in a general election.15 Crucially, turnout among this group appears to have been significantly higher than among eighteen- to twenty-four-year-olds.16

This experience transformed the debate about young people’s role in Scottish politics. In the run-up to the referendum, the Scottish Conservatives had loudly opposed lowering the voting age, but after it even their leader Ruth Davidson described herself as ‘a fully paid-up member of the votes-at-sixteen club’.17 A year after the referendum, every political party in Scotland backed a proposal to lower the voting age for all Scottish and local elections. It passed unanimously in the Scottish Parliament.18 In November 2019 the Welsh Parliament followed suit. This means UK-wide general elections are now the only major votes in which sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds in Scotland and Wales cannot take part.

In 2007 Austria became the first country in Europe – and one of the first in the world – to lower the voting age to sixteen for all elections.19 And it works. Austria’s sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds are consistently more likely to vote in elections than those a little older – by up to 10 percentage points – and Austria now has the joint highest youth political participation in Europe.20 Evidence from a string of local elections in Germany and Norway suggests the same: that lowering the voting age can increase youth turnout.21

Why might this be? In the UK at the moment people are expected to start voting in their late teens and early twenties (it can be a few years between becoming eligible to vote and a general election), but this often coincides with a time of flux – moving away from home, getting a job, starting further or higher education. Given those distractions, these years can reasonably be described as ‘arguably the worst possible years to have one’s first vote’.22 In contrast, those a little younger are more likely to be living at home and have more stability in the rest of their lives, making it easier to register to vote or even engage in the politics of their locality. Voting or non-voting is a habit. You’ve got to get people voting young for the habit to stick.23 Think about the contrast we saw between baby boomers and millennials. If younger generations fail to form the habit early, we can’t just hope they will pick it up later on in life.

But some question whether sixteen-year-olds are really old enough to be making important decisions about how the country should be run. Those who say they are point out that at sixteen you can pay taxes, get married, leave home and even join the army – fairly consequential life choices. If we trust people to make decisions about their own lives, the argument goes, shouldn’t we trust them to make decisions about their society? If people pay taxes, shouldn’t they have a say in where the money goes? If they fight for their country, shouldn’t they have a say in who determines whether they go to war?

Those on the other side respond by saying that yes, you can pay income tax at sixteen, but the vast majority of sixteen-year-olds are not in work and so do not. Yes, you can get married or join the army at sixteen, but only with your parents’ permission, and sixteen-year-olds are not allowed to serve on the front line. And in some instances where previously you could do something at the age of sixteen – buy fireworks, cigarettes or lottery tickets, for example – we have since increased the threshold to eighteen.

The argument quickly descends into tedious tit for tat. Personally, I think the array of things you can do at sixteen makes a strong case for a lower voting age, but perhaps what is more convincing is the evidence that sixteen-year-olds are perfectly able to make informed choices. Academics investigated how far the voting decisions of this age group in Austria aligned with where they placed themselves on the political spectrum. In other words, did ignorance lead them to vote for parties at odds with their own perceptions of their views and interests? They concluded that they were just as able to choose a party that coincided with their views as voters of any other age.24

That chimes with the experience in the UK. When former Scottish Conservative leader Ruth Davidson was asked to explain her change of heart on votes at sixteen, she said, ‘I thought sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds were fantastic during the referendum campaign … there is nothing more terrifying for somebody up on the stage who is trotting off the latest IMF figures to have somebody in the front row with a smartphone googling your answers to make sure that you’ve got it exactly right.’25 And let’s not forget that in recent years it is young people – sometimes younger than sixteen – who have pricked the conscience of older generations. Greta Thunberg began her campaign of school strikes aged fifteen and inspired people around the world. Not mature enough to vote? Really?

Ultimately, the strongest case for votes at sixteen is that the status quo is not working: young people are losing faith in our democracy and our system needs their voice. But hearing the voice of young people is about much more than the chance to vote. One evening last year I was about to get on the Tube when a couple of sixth-form students came up to me clutching copies of the Metro – or rather, a fake Metro they had created. The headline declared, BORIS BACKS EMPIRE EDUCATION. It was designed to get people’s attention and highlight a campaign they were running to make teaching the history of the British empire compulsory in secondary schools. It turned out they were graduates of the Advocacy Academy, a charity in south London that teaches young people how to channel their frustrations into campaigning for political change.

The Advocacy Academy was set up by former parliamentary researcher Amelia Viney after she saw first hand how young people – particularly those from working-class families and young people of colour – were being ignored in the Westminster debate. It runs a 400-hour ‘boot camp’ for sixth formers, teaching them how our political system really works and how to lobby, campaign and organise to influence it.26 Past graduates have helped to persuade Lambeth Council to divest from fossil fuels, set up a community land trust to build affordable homes for young people hit by the housing crisis, and shone a national light on how school exclusions further racial inequality.27

Whether leading campaigns on period poverty, LGBT rights or the climate crisis, young people are desperate to have their voices heard. That should mean a genuine opportunity to influence the world around them, not simply voting within our creaking system. What would happen, for example, if a city gave money to young people to spend on whatever they wanted? That’s exactly what Boston in the USA has done – $1 million a year, not once, but every year since 2014. Back then Boston’s head of youth services Shari Davis was figuring out ways to open up City Hall to young people excluded from local government, when the mayor called her into his office and suggested they give participatory budgeting a try.28 Participatory budgeting, an idea born in Brazil in the 1980s, involves handing over part of a public budget directly to local people, who develop and vote on ideas for how to spend the money. In Boston everybody between twelve and twenty-five in the city is given a vote each year on how the $1 million is spent. Over the years they’ve chosen to fund projects such as free WiFi in public places to help those without access at home, an app to help young people find jobs, solar panels on public buildings and water fountains across the city.29 An evaluation after the first year found that the young people most involved in the project said they were more engaged in their community, more likely to vote in elections and more likely to volunteer in community projects.30

It’s not just Boston. Each year young people in North Ayrshire in Scotland vote on which youth projects in their area – from sports and dance clubs to children’s book festivals – should receive council grants.31 A similar process takes place in Glasgow.32 The pioneering UK Climate Assembly that we heard about in the last chapter invited young people to take part.33 The British Youth Council does a great job at coordinating youth parliaments, youth councils and young mayors at both a local and national level across the country, giving young people a voice on the issues that affect them. These experiments point the way to a different kind of democracy in which the voices of teenagers are taken seriously. Why not scale them up so that every young person in every community across the country has the opportunity to experience democracy in action?

If we want to build a thriving democracy with engaged young people at its heart, we also need to think about what happens in schools. It is complacent to think an appreciation of why voting matters will be automatically passed on from generation to generation; it has to be part of education. When Austria, which has its own historical reasons to know the fragility and importance of democracy, implemented votes at sixteen it realised expanding the franchise would not be enough and so revamped citizenship education at the same time. It launched a campaign to raise awareness about voting both inside and outside school, and a programme of ‘democracy workshops’ in schools.34 We too should do a better job of teaching young people about our democracy.

In the late 1990s the Labour government appointed the late Bernard Crick, a political theorist, to lead an inquiry into citizenship education. Then as now, people were worried about disengagement from democracy. Bernard Crick’s report led to citizenship becoming a compulsory part of the secondary school curriculum in 2002. ‘We aim at no less than a change in the political culture of this country both nationally and locally: for people to think of themselves as active citizens, willing, able and equipped to have an influence in public life and with the critical capacities to weigh evidence before speaking and acting; to build on and to extend radically to young people the best in existing traditions of community involvement and public service.’35

Unfortunately, these high hopes have not been met. We know that teaching citizenship properly can improve people’s knowledge of politics and increase their likelihood of voting, yet far too few students in the UK get high-quality citizenship education.36 This isn’t the fault of teachers or students, but comes from a failure to take the subject seriously at the very top, where it is seen as a ‘soft’ subject, with the result that it is not given enough teaching time and lacks specialist teachers.37 Schools are increasingly judged on student performance in ‘core’ academic subjects such as maths, science and history; there is little incentive to teach citizenship well. A scathing House of Lords report in 2018 criticised the government for allowing citizenship education to ‘degrade to a parlous state’. Just 3 per cent of students take citizenship at GCSE level.38

This actually points to a more fundamental question: what is education for? Surely it should set us up to live happy and rounded lives? Accepting this means equipping young people as individuals with the skills, confidence and motivation to learn, build relationships and support themselves in the wider world. But it means something more: learning how to live well together, engage in our communities and shape the world around us – which requires us to teach the values and skills of being an active citizen from a young age. And it needn’t be boxed off into a single subject; it could take the form of history lessons about the fight for democracy, from the Chartists through to the suffragettes, or media literacy lessons on how to spot fake news – something they do in Finland.39 The great thing about votes at sixteen is that all of this would be happening just as people gain the right to vote. Imagine schools and sixth-form colleges buzzing with these initiatives in the run-up to an election day. What better way to build excitement about our democracy among the next generation?

Votes at sixteen, experiments in youth participation, revitalising citizenship education – all of this might not remake the house of democracy as good as new, but it might stop the roof caving in. On so many issues it has taken the voice and perspective of younger people to make older politicians wake up and see what they would otherwise ignore. The past few years haven’t been the best for the politics I believe in, but the mobilisation and engagement of young people in politics during this time has been inspiring. And in this there is a lesson for older generations.

Young people definitely tend to greater idealism about what is possible, and there is a tendency to dismiss this as naivety. But maybe it’s not that they are naive but that we have become cynical. However old we are, perhaps it’s time to think like the young people in Dianne Feinstein’s office. They believed we can go big; why shouldn’t we?




CHAPTER 13

Westminster Doesn’t Know Best


I think this is an important moment in the political life of our country … The north stands on the brink of being back to where we were in the 1980s – just forgotten and pushed aside. But we won’t let that happen and that’s why we’re taking this stand.

Andy Burnham, 15 October 20201



When Andy Burnham, mayor of Greater Manchester, delivered these words on the steps of Manchester’s Central Library, he took a stand which was widely praised across his region. He was protesting against government plans to impose further public health restrictions on Greater Manchester during the Covid crisis without adequate economic compensation. His speech was widely covered in the media and drew attention up and down the country.

Andy served as shadow health secretary when I was Labour leader. I remember talking to him before he made his decision to leave Westminster politics in 2017 to stand for mayor. He was sorry to leave parliament, but Manchester was where he felt he could make most difference. Despite the fact that Sadiq Khan had similarly made the switch from MP to stand as mayor of London just a few years earlier, it was seen as a surprising decision. Why would you leave Westminster, where most power lies?

That question says a lot about the way our country is governed. Britain – and particularly England – is one of the most centralised countries in the world.2 Power that elsewhere is exercised by local or regional governments is instead held at Westminster. It is occasionally given away, but only sparingly, in a piecemeal fashion and on loan, to be called in at any time. Indeed, when the prime minister doesn’t like the leader of a local authority, they can simply abolish it – as Margaret Thatcher did with the Greater London Council in the 1980s.

Why should we be interested in which set of politicians wields power? Because this addresses a far deeper question: whether as citizens of our country we are able to exercise control over what matters to us. The further away decisions that affect our everyday lives are made, the harder it is to hold politicians to account for them. If we are serious about taking back control and restoring our democracy, we need to get serious about giving towns, cities and regions far more control, and central government needs to take a step back.

Let me give an example. Talk to any MP outside London and they will tell you that buses are one of the most neglected elements of our infrastructure. Soon after I was first elected as an MP, I remember going to a polling station during a local council election to check how things were going and being depressed by the fact that, apart from the officials handing out the ballot papers, I was pretty much the only person there. Eventually a voter arrived, and I pounced on him: ‘Where is everybody?’ ‘It’s the buses.’ He went on to explain that he didn’t mean people couldn’t get to the polling station, but that whoever they voted for, the buses wouldn’t improve, so what was the point?

My experience as an MP tells me he was right. The powers of elected local authorities over bus services are extremely limited. Until recently, buses in Doncaster were governed by a South Yorkshire body with some council representation but very little real power and resources – controlled by Westminster. This might seem a minor point, but it isn’t. The availability of good local transport is life-changing. Around three in five public transport journeys are by bus, double the number made by train, but London apart we have a deregulated, unreliable, expensive bus system where 3,000 routes have been altered, reduced or withdrawn in the last decade alone.3 In Doncaster I see how poor bus services cut people off from decent employment, make it harder for the elderly to do their shopping and prevent young people getting out.

Now let me take you to Dunkirk. The town used to be reliant on heavy industry, but by 2018 the jobs were gone and residents were leaving. A quarter of families didn’t have access to a car and public transport was unreliable. For those who did have cars, traffic jams were common, clogging up the streets and polluting the air. The mayor, Patrice Vergriete, concluded Dunkirk needed a ‘psychological shock’ to improve the lives of its people and change perceptions of the town, and, following the example of Tallinn in Estonia, made travel on the city’s buses free for everyone, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.4 Businesses and unions alike were sceptical, but the experiment has been a roaring success. Within a year, bus use was up by 65 per cent during the week and 125 per cent at weekends, with half of the new users switching from their cars. As a result, walking also increased.5 The €4 million loss in fare income was covered by the payroll tax on local businesses, which had previously paid for 90 per cent of the cost of bus travel anyway.6 Dunkirk is part of a network of at least thirty-three entirely free public transport networks operating or planned in France.7 Free bus travel is already a reality in around a hundred towns and cities worldwide, including in Poland, Sweden, Italy, Slovenia and Australia.8

I’m telling you all this because local power to innovate as exercised in Dunkirk or Tallinn simply doesn’t exist in England. Bus services are a parable for the problems of the way we are governed, even when some positive change is made. It is true that some of England’s new elected metro mayors – who cover regions or parts of regions including South Yorkshire – are at long last beginning to gain more powers over bus services, but these are still tightly controlled by Westminster. Mayors are explicitly prohibited by law from running their own municipal bus companies, as they do in Tallinn, and with their limited tax-raising powers and local council budgets slashed by as much as 50 per cent over a decade, they would hardly be able to find the money to follow Dunkirk’s example either. They are also required to jump through multiple hoops even to have a London-style system of regulated services.9 And if you don’t live in an area covered by a metro mayor, which is most of the country, your local authority doesn’t have London-style powers over buses, but has to apply to central government on a case-by-case basis before it can act.

You may think that free bus travel is a good idea or a bad idea, but that isn’t the point. Bus services are a symptom of something bigger. In Britain the powers of local leaders are so constrained that they often lack the ability to experiment, to try new ideas or develop new solutions to the problems their areas face. It’s not just public transport. The same is true of the ability to build social housing, regulate private landlords, govern schools, introduce new rules on the energy efficiency of buildings or raise new revenue. Think of an idea to fix a problem and chances are that there will be some restriction on the ability of local leaders to implement it.

This is not how most comparable governments handle things. In the UK just 5 per cent of tax revenue is raised at a sub-national level, compared to 13 per cent in France, 32 per cent in Germany and 35 per cent in Sweden.10 In Germany, for example, the federal government takes sole responsibility for things that affect the whole country, such as defence, foreign affairs and immigration policy, but most other powers are shared with the regions (known as Länder) and local governments. There are whole areas of policy barely touched by national government – from policing to schools, local transport to housing, and culture to economic development.11 In Germany the idea of ministers micromanaging local government from the capital is preposterous. It isn’t alone: Italy, Spain, even comparatively centralised France, all have far more power exercised below the national level.12

This isn’t just about power over local issues; it is highly relevant to the deep economic inequalities that scar our country. Prosperity, health, life expectancy and wellbeing vary wildly between parts of the UK. Guess how bad the problem is, and I bet you have underestimated the scale of it. Our regional economic divide is one of the worst of any rich country in the world. Researchers recently compared regional inequality in disposable income and productivity per person across members of the OECD – an international organisation of high-income countries, including our European neighbours such as France, Germany, Italy and Spain. The conclusion was unequivocal: the UK has the most severe economic inequality of any country of a similar size and level of development.13

We are home to both the richest region in Europe (London) and six of the ten poorest.14 As a result, median pay is 20–25 per cent lower for residents of the north of England, Midlands and the south-west compared to London.15 Almost half of new jobs created in England between 2009 and 2019 were in London and south-east England, despite these areas only containing a third of England’s population.16 We also have a bigger divide when it comes to health than any comparable country: mortality rates are significantly higher outside London and the south-east.17 There is a risk that all of these problems will get worse in the fallout from Covid-19, with some parts of the country much more dependent than others on the parts of the economy that have been hardest hit by the pandemic.18

Britain’s regional inequality has been driven by the hoarding of political power in Westminster and Whitehall. From London, the Treasury dictates economic policy for the whole of England. Too often it has followed a strategy of maximising growth in certain sectors in London and the south-east in the hope that this will trickle down to the rest of the country.19 Twice as much is spent per person on transport in London than in the rest of the country. State investment in research and development, a key part of the government’s strategic economic spending, is also concentrated in London and the south-east.20 Trickle-down might be the aim, but the reality is most places have been lucky to see the odd drip. (It’s worth noting that trickle-down hasn’t worked for the richer regions either – London has the highest poverty rates in the country.21)

Could the problem simply be about poor economic choices rather than centralisation? Maybe, but studies of rich economies show that decentralised countries tend to be less geographically unequal.22 Part of the explanation for this is that, while national policymakers are focused on the economic interests of the country as a whole, local and regional leaders are invested in the economic success of their particular area and much better able to tailor strategies to their needs. In the UK, cities, towns and regions lack the tools or resources to challenge or modify national economic strategies when they aren’t working for them.

The long-standing argument against devolution – that it risks creating postcode lotteries, meaning the luck of where you live determines the services and resources you have access to – doesn’t hold water. Regional inequality in the centralised UK is among the worst in the rich world, and government investment has consistently been concentrated in one corner of the country. There is no guarantee that even with more powers, local and regional leaders would successfully reverse this, but they would have the chance to do so – and would be accountable to their citizens if they failed. Centralisation isn’t just bad for democracy; it’s a barrier to building a more equal country.

Turning this around won’t be easy. Hoarding power runs deep in the veins of the UK government. Perhaps one thing that has slowed our progress is that the UK has been a single political unit for much longer than somewhere like Germany, which was a collection of different states until its unification in 1871; England in particular lacks the tradition of regional power that we see in other countries. This is made worse by the lack of a codified constitution, which means that we have no constitutional constraints on the power of central government. They can hand down responsibilities to other levels of government or take them away at will.

At various points in our history the tendency of central government to hoard power has been challenged. In the second half of the nineteenth century, with national politics dominated by what was widely seen as an out-of-touch aristocracy, local politics emerged as a powerful democratic alternative. In the 1870s Joseph Chamberlain, mayor of Birmingham, presided over its renaissance. The city purchased and began running the local water and gas supply and instigated a world-leading slum clearance programme. The authorities used public money to build schools, libraries, swimming pools and parks. Over the next few years, local authorities across the country created an extraordinary range of public services – from markets to cemeteries, libraries to swimming pools, refuse and sewage disposal services, plus parks, theatres and more. As in Birmingham, many took over the supply of gas, water and electricity.23 Why do so many cities in the UK have beautiful Victorian and Edwardian town halls in their centres? They are a product of the same history. These buildings were a testament to the wealth, power and civic pride of British municipal governance at the time.

Crucially, this not only improved the lives of ordinary people, but also changed the balance of power across the country. The emergence of a network of powerful municipal authorities in the north, Midlands, and even in London ensured UK politics enjoyed a rare moment of geographical balance. In fact, it was at a municipal level that the twentieth-century social contract started to be built. The NHS was inspired by community activity in Wales in the 1890s and by measures taken by the London County Council in the 1930s.24

Yet despite this history, in the post-war years the Left turned to a strong national welfare state as the guarantor of equality, pushing against the municipal politics of the previous century. The attraction of centralisation was that (in theory) it guaranteed universal standards. Resources could be redistributed across the country to wherever they were needed most. At the same time, the Right was also suspicious of local control, fearing as far back as the nineteenth century that municipal politics might permanently challenge their dominance of national politics and that local government was a ‘hotbed of socialism’.25 For most of the last century, both Left and Right sought to centralise – and Britain’s strong state apparatus and uncodified constitution allowed them to do so.

This all sounds fairly gloomy, yet in the last two decades something unprecedented has happened. It began in Scotland, after a long era of Conservative rule from Westminster from which most Scots felt alienated. This supercharged the long-standing demand for a Scottish Parliament, culminating in the 1997 referendum and its decisive result, with three quarters voting for devolution. In Wales devolution passed the same year but with a much narrower majority.26 The following year saw the Good Friday agreement and the establishment of the Northern Ireland Assembly. These three devolved legislatures have dramatically changed the way Britain is governed. Just 35 per cent of spending in Scotland is now directed from Westminster, as against 74 per cent in England. The numbers for Wales are similar.27 Decisions about the NHS, education, home affairs, transport, economic regeneration, as well as substantial law-making powers are devolved. In addition, greater tax varying powers, including over income tax and stamp duty have recently been devolved.28

Devolution to Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland represents a breach in the centralising dam, not just because of the scale of the change, but because it seems unimaginable that these parliaments could now be abolished. The seemingly impossible has not just become possible but immovable. And through the breach have come other forms of devolution. Shortly after Scottish and Welsh devolution, London’s directly elected mayoralty was established, and a new tier of elected metro mayors has gradually come into being.

Yet it has been done in an extremely arbitrary and inconsistent way; even when it devolves, Westminster cannot really let go. At the time of writing, nearly two thirds of people in England live in areas still not covered by a devolved metro mayor.29 Bizarrely, those English metro mayors that do exist have wildly varying powers, depending on the devolution deal that was struck. The terminology rather gives the game away: it is a negotiation between central and local government, where the centre holds all the cards. The result is that, depending on where you live, your metro mayor could have powers over policing or health or transport or all of these or none.30 Andy Burnham has some of the most comprehensive powers of any mayor outside London but is still very limited in what he controls. He was able to draw attention to the problem of the government’s proposed Covid financial support for Greater Manchester, but do little about it himself.

Despite their limited powers, in the few years England has had metro mayors they have pioneered new approaches on everything from tackling homelessness to reducing unemployment to developing local economies.31 That is what devolution unleashes: the power to try out new solutions to our biggest problems. Bans on smoking in public places, votes at sixteen, taxes on plastic bags, new procedures on organ donation – they all started in the devolved Scottish and Welsh administrations. Devolution allows space for different solutions to emerge and for other parts of the country to learn from them. (In the next chapter I will argue that the state as a whole needs to embrace a culture of experimentation. Local devolution enables that to happen.)

What if we turned Britain’s political system on its head? What if, instead of power being held by default at Westminster for the government to give out or withhold on a whim, we started from the assumption that decisions should be made as locally as possible? Here’s how we could make it happen.

First, we need a comprehensive plan for devolving power. The recent process has, as we have seen, been based on a piecemeal approach involving backroom deals that have left large areas of the UK out of the picture. Most countries have a set of principles for the distribution of power between central government, regions and local communities. The German constitution, for example, sets out how powers are divided between the federal government and sixteen regional governments, which in turn devolve certain responsibilities to thousands of local municipalities. A new settlement for the country should set out which powers are held by local councils, regions or city-regions such as Greater Manchester, which belong to the nations of England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland and, finally, what is best coordinated at a UK-wide level.

Second, there is no point in undertaking this process unless it gives communities meaningful control, so we should devolve real powers over things that matter – in areas like transport, housing, childcare, education and skills, and employment support – along with the resources to implement decisions. If town, city and regions are to improve their areas they also need much more economic power than they have at the moment, which means looking at additional powers over tax and revenue raising. So much of the devolution that has taken place is of the ‘yes but’ variety – you can have these powers but subject to not doing the following things. Why shouldn’t mayors be able to set up municipal bus companies, for example, if they think that is the right way forward? We need to get away from the ‘permission slip’ approach.

Third, national decision-making itself should involve a degree of power-sharing between central government and the English regions, as well as with Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. This would involve significant reform of our national institutions. While we have the House of Lords, which hugely over-represents the south-east of England, Germany’s second chamber is composed of representatives from the regions.32 We should consider something similar, whether directly elected or comprising nominated representatives from all parts of the country. As we rebalance power between central, regional and local governments, we are also going to need to create new ways for them to coordinate and resolve any disagreements. Throughout the Covid crisis, elected leaders from outside Westminster complained that they were shut out of the decision-making process – indeed that was the reason for Andy’s speech from the library steps.33 A new constitutional settlement should take local and regional leaders seriously as representatives of their areas.

A rebalancing of power that adhered to these principles would give real meaning to taking back control. It would give towns, cities and regions the tools they need to challenge economic neglect. It would give them the opportunity to try out new ways of sorting out the bloody buses. Because that is the lesson to remember from this chapter. Devolution is not about arcane matters of constitutional governance but about the bread-and-butter reality of people’s lives.

In that same spirit, we must make sure that we don’t simply transfer power from one set of (national) politicians to another set of (local) politicians. As we shall now see, giving real power to citizens is going to require a fundamental change in our mindset about the way the state works.




CHAPTER 14

Constant Gardeners

Unless you’re from Doncaster or one of the surrounding villages, you will probably never have heard of Pat Hagan. He works for the council. Not as chief executive or even in one of the most senior management positions. Pat’s official title is Head of Localities and Town Centre, but when it comes to floods, he is the fourth emergency service. When a deluge hit my constituency in 2007, he masterminded the response in Toll Bar, the worst-hit village. He won an MBE for his efforts. When floods hit again in 2019 it was time for the council to call on Pat once more.

The picture of Pat I want you to have in your mind is of him in the church in Fishlake, a village where hundreds of houses were under water, a couple of weeks into the crisis. The church is at the centre of relief efforts, providing food, clothing and warmth. People are bustling around. A man approaches me to say that the generator powering everything in the church is running out of fuel. We can get some tonight if we decide quickly, but he’s hitting a brick wall getting approval for the spending. I suggest we talk to Pat. Standing in front of the altar, white-haired, slightly stressed-looking, with people queuing up to talk to him, Pat listens. Once he hears the problem, he is decisive and clear. He instructs one of his colleagues to pay for the fuel now on the council credit card so it can be collected.

I could tell you dozens of stories like this about Pat from the floods of 2019, and indeed 2007. There was the family fostering a child who lost their home and had nowhere else to live. They had tried the housing authority multiple times with no luck. I came across them, desperate, in the local pub. Pat made sure they were put up in a hotel and then housed. There were the residents trying to get a pump so they could clear the water from the garden of an immobile elderly couple and stop their house from flooding. Pat sorted it out. There are countless other ‘Pat sorted it out’ stories that I don’t even know about, and millions of other public servants every bit as dedicated and resourceful as he is, but there is something particularly important about Pat – or rather, about something he said in the midst of the crisis. It was, he said, time ‘to tear up the rule book’. He recognised that in the face of an emergency, the formal, prescribed way of operating was not just of little help but was actually a massive hindrance.

What the floods also showed is the extraordinary power of local communities to pull together in times of crisis. What was so striking about those days after the floods was people’s eagerness to help. Again, the stories are too many to mention, but just to sketch a picture: the people of Fishlake coming to each other’s aid, including their heroic efforts at the church; Angie and Scott in the pub continuing to operate and sustain residents; provisions coming in from Stainforth and Moorends. Both these villages suffer from high levels of deprivation, but residents showed extraordinary generosity, providing clothes, food and bedding and ferrying these supplies into the submerged community. Those with the least were helping those who, until the floods, had more.

The people of Bentley Town End, meanwhile, which flooded in 2007 and again in 2019, established their own extraordinary self-help community, led by a local businessman, Shane Miller of Custom Windows and Doors, who turned his premises over to the community. Shane’s offices became the food bank, the local authority advice hub, a venue for meetings, the place where food was provided for the soldiers who arrived with sandbags. He worked closely with a council officer, Natasha Mead, and one of the elected local councillors, Jane Nightingale.

Leaving aside for a moment the extraordinary community spirit, one thing really struck me. When the relationships worked, it really became hard to tell who was employed by the state and who was a resident. Hierarchy and position were forgotten, and people worked together as equals. And those relationships, which I saw in action during those weeks, provide a model for the kind of state we need in the future – the subject of this chapter.

People like Pat and Natasha remained accountable for their spending and decisions but walked in the shoes of the people who had lost their homes, seen their village deluged or were helping their elderly neighbours in distress. This empathy was much more powerful and effective than a local authority operating by a rule book. It was the state being flexible and humble, not rigid and hierarchical. Flexible in being willing to adapt to circumstances, and humble in recognising the role of people and communities as partners bringing knowledge and expertise that the state simply may not have. Can such a relationship between citizens and the state only operate in emergencies?1 I like to think not.

Distributed knowledge is the idea that the wisdom of the many is much greater than the wisdom of the individual. The problem with any rule book is that, by its nature, it only works for situations that have been thought of in advance. In reality, it simply isn’t possible to write rules which cater for every circumstance or draw on the knowledge of every front-line service worker, never mind the individual citizen. Of course you need rules, but as soon as something happens that they have not been designed for, the rules become ‘Computer says no.’ The magic of systems built on distributed rather than centralised knowledge is that they do not need to predict or account for every situation or problem in advance; instead, they empower everyone involved to be a problem-solver themselves.

Wikipedia is a good example of how distributed knowledge can work. It is written and edited by hundreds of thousands of people all across the world, each contributing their own pieces of knowledge and expertise. This has made it as accurate as the expert-written Encyclopaedia Britannica and much more widely used, with 269 billion page views each year.2 Wikipedia would never have got to where it is if one person, or even one organisation, had set out to write the whole thing. And what I saw during the floods in Doncaster was an unleashing of the massive amount of distributed knowledge that exists in that community: Pat’s expertise and ability to make decisions, Shane Miller’s relationship with the local community, the compassion of neighbours for one another. The emergency tapped into those resources, but they are there all of the time. We do not need to wait for an emergency to use them.

What prevents us from doing so is a mindset – a conception of what the state is and the way it should work. During the floods I got shouted at (rightly) by a woman with three children, including a small baby, because she had been refused temporary accommodation and was getting nowhere being rehoused. Under the rules the housing authority had a duty to make one ‘reasonable offer’ to her, but the offer was a house nine miles away, and she didn’t have a car, making it impossible for her children to attend school. The problem wasn’t simply that she felt hard done by or didn’t know where to turn; this was a system that could not adapt to her needs – it lacked empathy and imagination. The rules were the rules. The computer had said no. Maybe her piece of luck was to run into me and shout at me. I tried to help and made progress of a sort – ultimately thanks to people in the housing authority who were willing to rip up the rule book – but it shouldn’t have been this way.

This will hardly be the only story you have ever heard about the failings of state bureaucracy. A rigid social security system that is unsympathetic to particular needs and seems designed to catch out the claimant and sanction them. A schooling system that can seem unbending and shoves children labelled as difficult from pillar to post. A council housing allocation system that can struggle to take into account the individual’s circumstances. To be clear, I’m talking about systems; the public servants involved usually understand the failings better than anyone and have a very good idea of how to fix them. When I was an adviser to the Labour government, I visited those working on the front line of the benefits and tax credit system on a few occasions. So often, and this was even before the problems of Universal Credit, they would have ideas on how to make the process easier for claimants, more efficient and not necessarily more expensive, but they were resigned to the fact that those at the ‘centre’ wouldn’t allow it.

People on my side of politics are brilliant at castigating the failures of the market; we are much less good at being candid about the shortcomings of the state. Just as the market can treat people like commodities to be bought and sold, so the state can treat people like cogs in a machine. Don’t get me wrong – the ideas in this book need a strong and effective state, whether to build homes, tend to the sick or support businesses – but we need to ask what kind of state we want. If we preach equality but exclude it when it comes to power and the operation of government, it makes all the other nice-sounding ambitions rather meaningless. If we care about having control over our lives, both when we are served by the institutions of the state and when we work in them, then tackling these issues is fundamental.

Now some people might at this point say that conceptions of what the state is for and its relationship to the public are all well and good, but isn’t the real problem in Doncaster a shortage of council housing? That’s why a ‘reasonable offer’ was a property nine miles away. And aren’t the shortcomings of the other services traceable to a lack of resources? In other words, aren’t the deficiencies of the state a result of scarcity? My answer is an emphatic yes – lack of resources is a very real problem. The fact that our public services have been starved of funds for a decade explains so much of the strain. They need substantial investment. If the aim is to make the state more flexible and humble in its operation, the means cannot be the Big Society proposed by David Cameron – which in practice became an excuse for the abdication of the state’s responsibility for properly funding services. But we also need to think about how the state operates in order to ensure that the extra investment that is required works in a way that enhances people’s control over their lives.

We cannot solve the challenges we now face in the old way – seeing the public services of the state in terms of a one-way mechanism of provision. When Labour was last in government, ministers and advisers were very fond of the term ‘delivery’ – there was even a Prime Minister’s Delivery Unit. Without disparaging the good work done in the unit, there was something problematic about ‘delivery’. It conjures up an image of someone waiting at home for their Amazon package, in other words, waiting for something to be done for them. When it comes to, say, inoculating people against Covid, or providing treatments in the NHS, we definitely need delivery. We need our bins collected. We need the trains to run on time. But beyond those specific services that do indeed require a standard package to be delivered, it’s hard to see any of the really knotty challenges we face being solved without the engagement and involvement of people.

Before the coronavirus pandemic, so-called long-term health conditions – such as diabetes, cancer or mental illness – accounted for 70 per cent of the costs of the NHS.3 We are an ageing society, which poses massive challenges of loneliness and a constantly increasing need for care. Worklessness in a world of fast-changing demands for skills, part-time work and the gig economy is a completely different challenge to the one that our systems of unemployment insurance were designed to address after the Second World War. Tackling climate change will require us to be part of significant change, including in how we heat our homes and how we get around.4 What is striking about all of these challenges is that none of the ways in which public services have been thought about since the war can meet them.

First there was the post-war ‘professional knows best’ thinking, encapsulated in the words of Douglas Jay cited in the introduction to this section but worth quoting again in full: ‘In the case of nutrition and health, just as in the case of education, the gentleman in Whitehall really does know better what is good for people than the people know themselves.’5 This exemplifies the paternalism and hierarchy that lie at the root of the problem we are trying to address. Then there was the drive, particularly in the 1980s and again in the 2010s, to replace publicly owned services with private provision. A primary driver of private companies is profit, and that can cause real problems in our public services. They will ‘seek efficiencies’ wherever possible, which can lead to cutting corners and concentrating on the easiest tasks. A notorious example is the disastrous privatisation of probation services. Hundreds of millions of pounds were wasted; nine out of thirteen of the companies involved were rated negatively for their work in reducing re-offending; they ‘underinvested in probation services’ according to the official spending watchdog; and there was a 22 per cent rise in offences per re-offender.6 The government has now brought these services back into public hands.

Then there was the approach taken under the Labour government of 1997 to 2010, of which I was a part. Substantial increases in public spending, some of which were financed by higher taxes, were accompanied by a drive to provide clear evidence of improved outcomes. This led to a regime of targets and accountability, mandated from the centre of government, beginning with objectives on basic things like waiting times in accident and emergency units and limits on the time between referrals and hospital operations, which proliferated into a plethora of top-down targets, which were then reproduced at local level. The setting of targets did succeed in diverting money into neglected services like A & E and getting waiting times for operations down, and bodies like the Care Quality Commission, which audits hospitals and care providers, have undoubtedly made a positive difference and saved lives. But as the targets multiplied, much of the discretion, the distributed knowledge, that only front-line producers have, was lost.

These three approaches differ in many ways, but they all embody what Sue Goss calls a ‘machine mind’. As she puts it: ‘Techniques borrowed from industry turn hospitals and schools into factories while in job centres and benefits offices the “computer says no” without human interaction. The search for private-sector style efficiency has down-graded and diminished human contact …. The cost has been the crushing of autonomy and the removal of judgement from front-line teachers, social workers and nurses.’7 Goss argues that we need to replace the machine mind with a ‘garden mind’: ‘We need politicians and civil servants, and public service managers to become … caretakers, guardians and facilitators. Instead of struggling to control and “drive” our economy and our society – we ask them to become “gardeners”.’8

Full disclosure: I am not a gardener. But there are two reasons why I think this is a powerful idea. Gardeners nurture the growth of living beings but recognise that not everything is under their control. They play a major role by structuring and tending – they plant seeds, provide water and remove weeds – but solutions to the countless daily challenges of growing and surviving come as much from within the plants themselves. Second, gardening involves experimentation: ‘Gardeners don’t make a perfect garden and leave it alone,’ says Goss. ‘We try things, we fail, we learn, we move things around.’9 In other words gardeners need to be flexible and humble.

There are lots of examples of local authorities and public services trying new ways of working, but more than anyone else I know in the UK, social entrepreneur and author Hilary Cottam has experimented with the kind of relationship between citizens and the state that I have in mind. She aims to redesign the public sector around a true relationship of equals. Hilary’s book Radical Help explains her work, and her insights are invaluable.10

In it she tells the story of Ella, a single parent with four children who has had a staggering twenty agencies and seventy-three professionals involved with her and her family – police, tutors, social workers, housing officers, health visitors, counselling officers. The estimated cost of all this was £250,000 a year, but after twenty years none of the problems the state had been attempting to fix had been solved. Ella has experienced ‘mind-numbing hours spent navigating the welfare system: queuing to sign on at the Jobcentre; enduring the humiliation of visits from social workers, the police and home tutors; time in Court fighting eviction notices’.11 Those trying to help have been frustrated by the limitations of their roles and consumed by the administration and monitoring of their own actions in order to justify their work and ensure its continued funding. One social worker Hilary shadowed spent the vast majority of his time recording, tracking, monitoring, referring, assessing and meeting other agencies and just 14 per cent of it with families.

Hilary came to the conclusion that the only way to solve the problems in Ella’s life was to build her capability to address them herself, and her answer was to turn the relationship between Ella and the state on its head. Instead of the services being in charge of Ella, what if she was put in charge of them? Ella and Hilary interviewed professionals with expertise in a range of services to assemble a team that could help her. Two rules governed the team’s work: 80 per cent of its time would be spent on front-line work not administration, reversing the previous experience, and Ella’s family would drive and lead the change. Ella ‘hired’ eight professionals, who worked with her on building a plan for how she wanted to turn her life around: how she saw her future and that of her kids. Hilary doesn’t romanticise or idealise the programme, but it seems to have worked and at a fraction of the previous cost. Ella found her first job and her children re-entered mainstream schooling.12

Hilary’s other experiments have had similar ideas at their heart. In London she tried taking youth services out of youth centres and mobilising the community to provide opportunities for young people. She took work training and support out of jobcentres and got businesses to help. In Nottingham she got older people to help one another through a support circle and did the same for those with chronic health conditions, recognising that pills and prescribing would never on their own address their problems, including physical conditions like diabetes and mental-health issues like anxiety and depression. What they really needed was someone to listen, to support them and so enhance their ability to help themselves.13

In case you think this is just one charismatic revolutionary helping a few individuals, it isn’t. Experiments like this are going on all over the country, and are mobilising whole communities. Katie Kelly is the deputy chief executive of East Ayrshire Council in Scotland, which has a population of 120,000. In 2013 the council decided that it would change the way its services were run. Now, twenty-one separate neighbourhoods vote on what they want to see happen in their areas and present this to council officials. As Katie puts it, ‘community power really comes into play at these launch events where the community are on the stage … telling us what it is they want to do, and the council officials, elected members, myself and the director of finance and others are in the audience … quietly listening’.14

An inspiring organisation called New Local driving this kind of change provides lots of other examples of it in action.15 Cambridgeshire County Council’s Neighbourhood Cares programme is empowering front-line professionals to tailor social care for older people to their specific needs, in order to reduce the likelihood of them ending up in hospital.16 Gateshead Council has found a new way of tackling the thorny problem of Council Tax non-payment, which reduces the need for court orders and repossessions, partly by mobilising the community to support those in difficulty.17 In both cases the old model was not just unsympathetic but also ineffective, leading to spiralling costs. What all these new approaches have in common is a willingness to empower front-line staff, mobilise the community and experiment – to try things out and sometimes fail.

This last point is fundamental. Indeed, it’s a key point in a report commissioned by the government of Finland into its approach to policymaking: ‘Humble policymaking departs from … an acknowledgement of the government’s fallibility … when dealing with complex problems.’ It recommends the replacement of ‘top down steering’ with a ‘continuous and repeated’ cycle of feedback and amendment.18 It’s hard to imagine a British government adopting this stance. Imagine the opening line of the Queen’s Speech: ‘My government will be humble in its approach to policymaking, experiment and learn from its mistakes.’ Yikes. I don’t think so. But the self-evident truth is that it just isn’t possible for Whitehall or even the town hall to get everything right first time. If it was, policy wouldn’t be endlessly announced, revised, torn up and abandoned.

If you like the sound of all this, you may wonder how we could achieve it. We have seen some of the solutions: devolution to encourage a culture of experimentation, dealing with the problems of outsourcing and the excesses of target and audit. Above all, we need to take seriously the views of public servants and users in the way services are run and decisions are made, and this will produce change. But how can we make this happen? In my experience there is nothing so powerful as the messages the prime minister and cabinet ministers send out. If a government was brave enough to adopt the kind of approach I have outlined, what I know from my time in government is that public servants would be deeply responsive. The vast majority of them work not for money and certainly not for glamour or gratitude but because they care. Many are wearied by the fads and fashions of central government and politicians. Would this be different? Maybe, since it’s about using the creativity and ingenuity of public servants themselves.

The same is true in communities. Think back to the appeal of ‘Take back control’ and how a shift towards flexible and humble government could address the frustrations and anxieties and desires encapsulated in that slogan. By moving decision-making power away from the centre and placing it in the hands of producers and users, by embracing a culture of experimentation, not rule-following, to solve the most difficult problems we face, by having a state that thinks of itself as tending a living garden rather than fixing an inanimate machine, we could address deep-rooted dissatisfactions with a distant and inflexible state while unleashing the creativity, insights and problem-solving abilities of citizens.

This chapter has been about empowering communities and transforming the way the state operates. But no discussion about taking back control would be complete if I missed out where we spend an enormous amount of our lives – the workplace – which is where I now turn.




CHAPTER 15

The Wrong Trousers

I’ve got a soft spot for Wallace of Wallace and Gromit, prompted, it is true, by people saying I look like him. But the more I find out, the more I like. It turns out he is kind-hearted, friendly, funny – and a lover of cheese. What’s not to admire? But what I also like about Wallace is what he – or rather, his creators – have to tell us about democracy and taking back control in the workplace.

Aardman, the Bristol-based production company that has been so phenomenally successful with stop-motion animations like The Wrong Trousers (featuring Wallace and Gromit) and Shaun the Sheep, is now majority-owned by its employees. That’s because the founders Peter Lord and David Sproxton took the decision two years ago that the best way to secure the future of the company was not to flog it off to the highest bidder. As Sproxton puts it, ‘If we sold Aardman [to a big studio] it would just become an asset on the balance sheet to be traded.’1 Instead, the partners chose to establish what is called an employee ownership trust (EOT), essentially handing most of the company over to its workers. Seventy-five per cent of the firm is collectively owned by its employees, all of whom benefit from annual bonus payments, and a workers’ council has been established to contribute to top-level decision-making. What’s interesting is that Lord and Sproxton made their decision because they believed that an employee ownership trust was not just the best way to protect the company in the future but for it to succeed in the present: ‘The statistics show that employee-owned companies are significantly more successful than conventionally owned companies … [We] can rest easy that those four decades which have slipped by have paved the way for many more years of great creativity.’2

Aardman is part of a still small but growing movement towards this way of organising the ownership of businesses. Less than a year after Aardman’s move, Julian Richer, founder of the hi-fi retail chain Richer Sounds, walked into a staff meeting and told his 500 employees that he was transferring 60 per cent of shares in the company he had founded into an employee ownership trust. At the same time Richer also established a ‘colleague advisory council’ which provides staff with a forum to shape the company’s future. For Richer, providing his employees with both a financial stake and a meaningful say in the company he set up as a nineteen-year-old in 1978 was the best way to safeguard its long-term success: ‘My hard-working colleagues … know the business, and especially our rather unusual culture, extremely well, and the business is therefore far more likely to flourish under their own steam because of this.’3

Then there’s Guy Singh-Watson of veg-box deliverer Riverford Organic, who sold his company to its employees for less than a third of the price he could have got on the open market. He explains his decision colourfully: ‘Some people want a super yacht. If you want a super yacht you’re going to spend the rest of your life taking Prozac. And if you really think that owning one of those will make you happier, you’re an idiot and there’s nothing much I can do to persuade that person that coming to work and seeing the sense of agency on people’s faces is absolutely priceless.’4 Riverford’s EOT has two employees as trustees on the board running the company.

Estimates suggest there are now 370 employee-owned businesses like these across the country, and what’s intriguing is that 60 per cent of these businesses have become worker-owned since 2014.5 That’s partly thanks to a change in the law introduced by the Coalition government that year which established the employee ownership trust model. This enabled owners to sell controlling stakes in their companies to their employees free of capital gains tax and to pay bonuses to individual employees (provided all benefited) free of income tax up to £3,600.6

It’s really important to underline that selling a company to an employee trust is not an act of charity; it’s good business. Between 1992 and 2012, an index of companies owned by employees outperformed their publicly listed peers by 10 per cent a year.7 Wallace and his friends have shown us that workers can be owners, can have a voice in the way their company is run, and it can be more successful.

We might think of democracy and power as political ideas so irrelevant to our job, but what happens at our place of work is defining for so many of us and can make such a difference to our everyday experiences and quality of life. Why should the ability to control our lives stop at the warehouse gates or office door? And think back to Chapter 5 and how we should foster businesses that concern themselves with interests beyond the short-term profit of their shareholders; where power lies in a company – and the role of workers – has a massive effect on its priorities and direction.

Conventional thinking holds that giving power to employees carries huge risks because the relationship between those who run a firm and those who work for it is inherently adversarial – that unless firms are tightly controlled by those at the top, the workers will obtain unrealistically high wages or unreasonable terms and conditions and the firm will fail. The flip side of this view is that the bosses are constantly trying to maximise profits and do down the workers. Yet as we saw in Chapter 5, neither of these pictures accurately describes the motivation of lots of those who run businesses or their workers. While in all companies there are competing interests, and the trade-offs between them involve conflict, characterising bosses and workers as being continuously at daggers drawn doesn’t reflect the way most businesses work – and thrive – day to day. What’s more, there is reason to believe that involving workers in the way firms are run, including as owners, makes them much more aware of and therefore understanding of the trade-offs involved.

In the UK we were actually pioneers in this way of doing business. Picture the scene in March 1846 when weaver Eliza Brierley lined up in a queue of male mill workers to pay one pound to join the Rochdale Equitable Pioneers Society. It was a revolutionary act. The twenty-eight Rochdale Pioneers were a group of textile workers responding to desperate times. The transition from hand to powered looms had slashed wages in half and caused widespread hunger, leading to the decade becoming known as the Hungry Forties. The Pioneers set up a shop at 31 Toad Lane in Rochdale where members of the society could buy food and other goods at affordable prices. The shop was owned and run on the principle of one person one vote and an equitable sharing of the profits. Eliza became a member of the cooperative, a full participant in its affairs, more than seventy years before women got the vote.

The Pioneers have an extraordinary legacy. Their principles – of being open to all, treating all members equally, and of members controlling the organisation’s capital – still survive as the cornerstone of the cooperative movement across the world today.8 While the original shop in Toad Lane was a consumer cooperative (owned by the customers who used it), it provided the inspiration for worker co-operatives all round the world. Worker co-ops are different from employee ownership trusts in that each individual worker owns shares in the company, rather than the shares being collectively owned by the group as a whole.

But while we may pride ourselves on being the original home of the cooperative movement, we now lag behind many other countries. The whole UK cooperative sector – both worker and consumer types – currently accounts for roughly 1 per cent of business turnover, with 7,000 businesses and 241,000 employees, but that includes two businesses accounting for half the turnover: the Co-operative Group and the John Lewis Partnership.9 On latest estimates, only 500–600 businesses in the UK are worker co-ops.10 Germany has a cooperative sector four times the size of the UK’s as a proportion of GDP, while in France it is six times larger.11 Spain is home to probably the most famous cooperative. Located in the Basque country, the worker co-op Mondragon has become the fourth-largest employer in Spain, with more than 260 different companies and subsidiaries and over 75,000 workers in 35 countries. In Italy, the 8,000 co-ops of the Emilia-Romagna region produce 40 per cent of the region’s GDP.12

Global evidence suggests the model creates successful and durable businesses. More than 90 per cent of cooperatives survive their first three years of operation compared with 65 per cent of conventional businesses, and cooperatives, mutuals and employee-owned enterprises with seventy-five employees or fewer outperform conventional businesses of equivalent size, creating higher profits.13 So why are there so many fewer co-ops in the UK than elsewhere?

The Achilles heel of the cooperative movement, going right back to Rochdale, is the difficulty that co-ops and employee-owned firms face when attempting to raise the capital needed to establish or expand a business. They can’t issue new shares to raise money or sell a portion of the company to a big investor because that would dilute each member’s stake. The banks, meanwhile, may well be wary of lending to cooperatives because, for example, many members of a new co-op are often unable to provide personal financial guarantees.14 In Italy they addressed this in 1985 with the introduction of the so-called Marcora Law, named after the finance minister who sponsored it. This gives workers the right to organise a cooperative buyout of a firm if it is under threat and, crucially, makes funds available to provide the capital necessary for the buyout up to the level of that provided by the workers. Since it was introduced, it has enabled over 250 worker buyouts.15 If we really wanted to supercharge co-ops in the UK we could emulate the Marcora Law and also do more to incentivise EOTs. By some accounts, if we really put our minds to it, 10 per cent of the economy could be employee-owned within a decade.16

Yet even if we achieved this, that still leaves the other 90 per cent of our economy. The low levels of worker ownership are symptomatic of a much wider problem with the way our economy is run and the role of workers in decision-making. Fifty-eight per cent of employees believe they have no influence on workplace decision-making, rising to 70 per cent of part-timers.17 It’s no wonder they feel that way. According to the Taylor review commissioned by the government, which reported in 2017, among companies with fifty employees or more, just one in seven had the most basic form of worker consultation in place – a works council or, as they are also known, a joint consultative committee.18 This is a mechanism to give employees information on a range of issues, including decisions likely to lead to changes in the way work is organised, and to enable consultation on key issues about the business, from health and safety to the organisation of the working week. Representatives are elected by the workforce. To give a sense of how far behind we are in the UK, out of twenty-eight European countries, we are third from last in the worker participation index, ahead of only Estonia and Latvia.19

The coronavirus pandemic brought this home. The evidence is that most businesses did act well, but two in five workers say they had concerns about their safety but did not feel able to raise them, and of those who did bring them up, only one in five said they were fully resolved.20 As an MP, I had workers appeal to me to get government to make their firms follow the rules. This is exactly the kind of function works councils fulfil, and indeed do in companies that have them. Of course the pandemic was an unprecedented event, but it has brought the problems of today’s workplace into sharper focus, as we saw in Chapter 8. How many hours people work, their ability to get time off, the nature of their work, their working environment – so much is out of their hands. If we are concerned about taking back control, this is one of the most meaningful contexts in which we can set about it.

So how do other countries do it? We are in a minority in not requiring a works council for firms beyond a certain size.21 And in the majority of European countries it is also usual to include workers on company boards at least in state-owned or former state-owned companies. Half, including France, Germany, the Netherlands, the Scandinavian countries, Austria, Croatia, Slovakia, Slovenia and Luxembourg, have laws that require workers to be represented on the boards of all larger companies.22 The system of works councils and board representation is called codetermination and has been a feature of many European economies for most of the last century. In case you’re wondering whether the election of employees to boards is taken seriously, in Germany they get turnouts of as much as 77 per cent.23

Do the countries that embrace codetermination do better or worse economically than those who don’t? On key economic and social measures such as employment, poverty, education and spending on research and development, the answer is simple: they do better.24 Correlation does not equal causation, but at the very least we can say there is no evidence that worker participation hampers economic performance. In addition, the Covid crisis has shown how companies can benefit from codetermination. There is evidence from Germany, for example, that works councils have played an important role in managing the economic and public heath response to the crisis within firms, on everything from distributing masks to safe shift patterns.25 A study from the 2008 financial crisis, meanwhile, revealed that many German businesses achieved agreements between bosses and workers on reducing working time to avoid redundancies.26 The same was true in Scandinavia. Indeed, a recent study of firms in Sweden, Denmark and Norway with workers on their boards showed that these companies were more likely to save jobs by concluding agreements on flexible working, bonuses and work sharing.27

Employee representation could also counter the culture of short-termism that scars Britain’s economy with its narrow focus on shareholder value, quarterly results and companies’ stock market positions. Workers have an interest in their employers’ long-term success because their jobs depend on it. And as we saw in Chapter 5, a longer-term view leads to the business investment that is needed for greater productivity. There is also evidence from the UK that where worker consultation does exist, it is associated with higher levels of employee satisfaction and well-being, and we know from numerous studies that greater employee wellbeing is associated with higher productivity, better company profitability and reduced staff turnover.28

We have seen how policy – or rather its absence – has hindered the establishment of cooperatives in the UK, while the lack of legal requirements for works councils explains their rarity. So what explains the Curious Case of the Missing Workers from Boards: a British mystery?

Unlike most other countries, we haven’t seen much social and political pressure for codetermination. In particular, while in other European countries there was a strong movement on the Left for codetermination after each of the World Wars, trade unions in the UK were more focused on strengthening collective bargaining at work and the Labour Party was focused on nationalising key industries.29 The thinking of those in charge of the nationalisation programme in the 1945 Labour government was based on the assumption that the relationship between bosses and employees is bound to be adversarial. The nationalised industries needed to be run commercially, and worker representation would therefore be at odds with that. In the gas industry the post-1945 restructuring actually abolished the limited worker representation that had existed.30 The Conservatives, meanwhile, sometimes talked favourably about treating workers as partners in managing the economy but were lukewarm at best.

Worker participation isn’t totally alien to Britain, however. Parts of both the public and private sectors flirted with it throughout the twentieth century, including the steel industry, ports, buses and Royal Mail – even if only briefly.31 Towards the end of the 1970s, the trade unions were advocating it, and in 1975 Prime Minister Harold Wilson commissioned an inquiry, which ended up proposing that workers at firms with more than 2,000 employees should have the right to equal representation with shareholders on company boards.32 But the proposals got bogged down in a debate on details and were never going to be implemented once Margaret Thatcher took power. Britain’s reluctance to embrace worker representation continued. Even the Labour government of 1997–2010 was timid on this question.

At which point, plot twist. Enter Theresa May during her leadership campaign: ‘If I’m prime minister … we’re going to have not just consumers represented on company boards, but employees as well.’ The problem, as she saw it, was, ‘The people who run big businesses are supposed to be accountable to outsiders, to non-executive directors, who are supposed to ask the difficult questions, think about the long term … In practice they are drawn from the same narrow, social and professional circles as the executive team.’33 In the event, May backed down. The legislation that was passed specified that companies appoint one non-executive director to represent workers’ interests, but this doesn’t actually need to be a worker, and if they don’t want to do this, they can have a panel of workers to provide non-binding advice instead.34 And if they don’t want to do any of that, companies can just explain why they don’t intend to do anything at all. Two years after it took effect, indications are that the impact of the act has been extremely limited. Over 30 per cent of relevant firms have done nothing. Of the 70 per cent that have taken action, by far and away the most popular option has been to appoint a non-executive director rather than a worker representative.35

So the answer to the mystery is that while all political parties in the UK have at some point advocated workers on boards, none has done so consistently, and it has never been a high-enough priority at the right moment to become a reality. And yet, while there are different ways of giving workers a voice, what seems indisputable is that the status quo isn’t working and doing things differently could have a real impact in tackling the challenges that lie ahead for business and our economy – not to mention rebuilding our social contract.

So, what would a meaningful workplace voice in the UK look like? As a first step, we should expand the use of works councils. After recommendations from the Taylor review, the number of employees required to secure a works council has been lowered from 10 to 2 per cent (subject to a minimum of 15 employees).36 Ultimately, we could consider mandating a works council in firms above a certain size, but in the meantime this represents a real opportunity for unions and others to push for a stronger workers’ voice. The second route for employee voice is through workers on boards, as Theresa May originally proposed.

Some people wonder how much difference works councils or workers on boards would make, and they would certainly not remedy all the problems in our workplaces. But they would represent an important change in our culture and point the way to a different way of thinking about the relationship between management and workers. With the shift from mass manufacturing to the service sector, many firms have come to recognise that the model of bosses on one side and workers on the other is outdated. In many sectors, value is produced not by speeding up production lines but by workers using their skills and knowledge to innovate. This is why management is trending towards flat hierarchies and employee engagement, worker autonomy and distributed knowledge.

So the tide is already heading in the right direction. The real question is how to ensure that empowering workers is not a business fad or marketing slogan, but a genuinely different way of running our economy. Ultimately, the argument that could unite workers and business in favour of better worker representation is that our economic model is not the success that we have sometimes pretended. Compared to other countries we are less productive, have more low-wage jobs, and as the Covid crisis has shown, are less resilient in many ways. The case for workers having a stake and a voice, playing a bigger role in companies, is not just a democratic or social one, but an economic one. Us and them is the old model. In this together is the way to go. Now, as we seek to rebuild after Covid, is the time to take this seriously.

Taking back control is about people’s right to have a say in the decisions that affect their lives, but it is also the right way for us to set about a project of national renewal. The lesson of history, and the foundation of the final part of this book, is that it is movements of people not individual politicians that create the conditions for the profound changes we need in our society.




Part IV



CHANGEMAKERS




Over the course of the book I have discussed a range of ideas to rebuild and renew the social contract, protect society from out-of-control markets and give people real power over their lives: the Green New Deal, which tackles inequality, the building of millions of social homes, putting gender equality at the heart of the way we do things, reforming how our companies operate, prioritising care work, taking on the domination of Big Tech, enhancing democratic participation for young people, devolving power and giving a greater voice to working people. Hopefully, you will have been inspired by the notion that a whole raft of better alternatives are available to us, but if everything can be so great, why isn’t it that way already? We don’t just need a vision of a better society but a strategy to put it into action. Part IV is about how we can all play a part in turning these ideas into reality.

If we’re interested in change, then we need to care about how we get the power to make it happen. One answer is to elect the right government to pass the necessary laws. And of course electing a government open to new ideas is absolutely vital. But is that the end of the story? No. Power does not rest with governments alone. Governments are both led and constrained by the wider dynamics of power in society – these shape who gets elected, what they seek to do in office, and whether or not they are ultimately successful. As I noted at the very start of the book, history shows us that changes which at first seem impossible don’t occur simply because good politicians come along and decide to make them happen; they begin with groups of people, often at the margins, demanding change, who crucially set out to build the power to force governments to adopt a different course. Such groups may start small but persuade increasing numbers of people of the justness of their cause, building pressure on political parties and governments through their persistence and growing influence.

Even if politicians are open to change, there are always a thousand good reasons to leave things as they are. Change does not come without struggle. One of the biggest barriers to making big ideas a reality is that there are always groups with an interest in the status quo which will put pressure on politicians to maintain it. Unless there is a counterweight to that pressure, change is unlikely. Those who want to see it happen need to work out how to advance their ideas in the face of opposition and be that counterweight.

The other reason electing the right government isn’t enough is that our world isn’t shaped by the policies and practices of states alone. As we’ve seen throughout the book, the decisions of businesses, for example, affect their workers, customers and society as a whole. More broadly, the norms and culture of our society have a fundamental impact on the way we all live our lives. So if change is to happen – and I believe it must happen – it must take place in all these arenas.

There are three different levels on which people can build and exercise power in order to bring about change.1 First, groups can try to change individual laws or policies – for example campaigning for a new minimum wage or an environmental regulation, or seeking to persuade a business to pay the living wage or change its practices. Second, groups can try to change where power lies. This might also involve campaigning for a change in the law – for example to make it easier for trade unions to organise or harder for wealthy individuals to fund political campaigns – but by shifting the structure of power, such changes can make it easier to bring about other changes further down the line. Third, groups can focus on changing the national conversation – in other words, on moving the Overton window that I mentioned at the outset of the book. Clearly, laws and policies are shaped by public opinion, so altering the terms of debate can be a route to transformative change.

The first level might produce the most immediately obvious results, and be the most common place for changemakers to focus their efforts, but the other two are also vital and can be underestimated. I started this book by asking how the impossible becomes possible. In the long run, the answer is often that change on these second and third levels is what opens up the space for laws or policies that were once out of the question. Many of the changemakers I will look at in this section try to accomplish change on more than one level.

Those calling for change are often ignored, derided and dismissed. If a change is worth making, it requires effort and struggle to even get it on the agenda, often over years and years. This section of the book addresses the ‘how’ of social change. How does it come about? Which strategies and methods actually work? I will examine what we can learn from history and from current events, and if there is only one thing you take from this final part of the book, let it be this: we can all be part of making change happen.




CHAPTER 16

You Only Get the Justice You Have the Power to Compel

It’s October 2015 and I’m in the William Booth Salvation Army training centre in Denmark Hill in south London. I’m sitting in a circle of about fifty people and a man has just asked us all to say our names and the biggest influence on our lives.

What the hell am I doing here? I ask myself. It’s not group therapy, at least it’s not intended to be, but a course in what is known as community organising – mobilising for change at the grass roots. I stick out like a sore thumb. The people here are activists of different kinds, many from faith groups, all seeking to learn how community organising can help them with their work in their localities. I’m the recently resigned leader of the Labour Party, with a beard that I trialled on a summer escape to Australia with my family. Somewhat irrationally, I’m hoping the beard might disguise who I am, although the business of saying my name and the major influence on my life is going to give me away. (Resignedly, I shave off the beard that evening.)

Quite why I decided to go on this course eludes me this Monday morning. It was suggested by a friend on the board of Citizens UK, the amazing organisation running the course, which has led campaigns for a living wage, affordable housing, rights for refugees and much else besides.1 I was reluctant to join, and in the end she shamed me into it by offering to pay the course fee. I declined her kind offer but decided to do it. What did I have to lose?

The truth was also that I was very interested in the idea of community organising. In 2011, shortly after becoming leader of the Labour Party, I had been introduced to an inspirational man called Arnie Graf2 who had spent fifty years or so in an organisation called the Industrial Areas Foundation, founded by the father of community organising, Saul Alinsky, author of a seminal book called Rules for Radicals.3 The methods outlined in this book were the same ones that trained Barack Obama in his work as a community organiser.

My feelings on meeting Arnie were not so different from the ones I experienced on that day in south London. Arnie was shown into my office; he looked like a kind elderly uncle and had a thick American accent. The person who introduced us promptly disappeared at Arnie’s request and left us together. I was in the midst of a sixteen-hour day (like all of them) and had thought to spend twenty minutes with this guy. He asked me all kinds of questions, like how I felt about my job, what motivated me and similar stuff. The answer to the job question was ‘Not that good’ that day. What the hell did I agree to meet this guy for? I wondered for most of the meeting, but by the end a light had come on. Arnie was charming, but that wasn’t the thing. His questions to me were not politeness but followed his method. The basis of community organising is to build power not from the top down but through relationships that enable people to act together – by understanding the self-interest of others and thereby forging common interests.4

There is something profound about the simple act of talking to someone not in a transactional way but probing deeply into who they are, getting them to reveal their motivations by revealing something about oneself. It sounds so simple, but think for a moment about your meetings with colleagues or co-workers and you will soon realise it’s not the way we conduct most of our lives. The act of revelation on both sides gives one insights and a bond that the superficiality of most conversations, even with friends, often don’t reveal. Although I didn’t know it, Arnie was having what is known as a ‘one-to-one’ with me.

After that meeting I recruited Arnie to work with the Labour Party. For the young paid organisers working in the constituencies we were trying to win, Arnie became a talisman. He would talk to them, and the light would come on for them too. Too often organising for the Labour Party was about persuading five or ten hardy souls, mainly older, who had worked their hind legs off for decades, to go out and knock on more doors. Arnie taught us a very different method. Make the Labour Party about much more than just knocking on doors for votes. Map where power lies at the grass roots, organise one-to-ones with people there, look for community champions, find out what motivates them, how they want to change their areas. Build local campaigns around these issues with local people, show that a political party is about more than just winning votes, and then maybe come election time it won’t be five or ten people knocking on doors, but fifty, a hundred or more. It sounds pretty basic, but believe me it isn’t how most political parties work.

In the end Arnie’s methods came up against the traditional ways of the Labour Party, and it’s fair to say there was a clash of cultures with his ideas squeezed out by the demands of knocking on as many doors as possible.5 I could see both sides of the argument – the urgent imperative to fight the election but also the longer-term potential of what Arnie offered. One reason I was attending the course was that I hoped by doing the training I would learn why our experiment with Arnie’s methods hadn’t worked. I could then maybe apply the methods properly to my work with my local Labour Party.

Back at the Salvation Army centre on that Monday morning, I stood up and said who I was and talked about the influence of my father on my life and work. I felt oddly nervous, and the truth was that the first couple of days of the course did not rid me of my ‘What am I doing here?’ feelings. People were very nice to me, but I wondered if I was going to learn very much. Yet something shifted on day three. Believe it or not, it was a story about Nando’s that did it.

One of the organisers of the course, Jonathan Cox, the director of Citizens Cymru Wales, talked about some work he had done with young members of the British-Somali community in Cardiff. Young people in this community had felt stigmatised and alienated for many years. Citizens Cymru had begun by asking them what they wanted to change. It turned out that one of the things that really animated them was that there were three Nando’s in Cardiff but none was halal so they couldn’t eat there. Nando’s had many halal restaurants in the rest of the UK, and even one ten miles away in a part of Wales with few Muslims, but not in Cardiff. In fact, though it has the largest Muslim population in Wales, not a single chain restaurant in the city centre or fashionable Cardiff Bay made any kind of halal provision.

Ali Abdi, a local youth worker, built a team of young people which set about campaigning for a halal Nando’s in Cardiff with the support of Citizens Cymru. They wrote letters to the company, which led nowhere, but eventually got them to agree to a meeting after eighty young people – including four who ran, walked, cycled and took the train dressed as chickens – marched to the nearest branch. The Nando’s bigwigs came to Cardiff armed with a PowerPoint presentation explaining why it wasn’t practical to have a halal restaurant there, but in the event they never got to deliver it.

The locals asked if they could start the meeting by sharing why they loved Nando’s so much, gave the visitors Welsh cakes they had baked (which they explained they couldn’t themselves eat because they were fasting for Ramadan) and made their case for a halal branch. In response the bigwigs committed Nando’s to working with the young people and promised to think about their proposal and come back to them – the kind of thing people in positions of authority say to avoid confrontation. The locals said how pleased they were at this response and that they hoped to celebrate Eid al-Adha (the second festival of Eid, around two months after Eid al-Fitr, which marks the end of Ramadan) at a halal Nando’s in Cardiff. But, they said, if that wasn’t possible they would recruit the Bishop of Llandaff, the Archbishop of Cardiff and the general secretary of the Muslim Council of Wales to dress up as chickens and do their own ‘chicken run’ to Nando’s on Eid.

The execs went pale. Unbeknown to them, the young people were employing Saul Alinsky’s ninth rule of organising: ‘The threat is usually more terrifying than the thing itself.’ It works. The bigwigs didn’t fancy hosting a bishop in a chicken suit; the young people won their campaign, and Nando’s now boasts on its website about its halal branch in the Cardiff Old Brewery Quarter.6

From this example, we can begin to see why community organising is so powerful. The young people seemed powerless, but it turned out they weren’t. Nando’s seemed like a powerful organisation a world away from them, but it bent to their demands because of the resources they mobilised, including a coalition spanning churches, local schools and the university. And their success showed them they could get recognition and respect and make change happen. Until they met Citizens Cymru they had felt powerless, but not any more. As the community organising movement would say, ‘They took action and got a reaction.’ And these young people were empowered by their victory. They got a taste for social change. One is now a professional community organiser, and others have been at the forefront of campaigns for the living wage and to welcome refugees. After completing training with Citizens Cymru, a team pioneered the Community Jobs Compact, which binds major employers into paying the living wage and changing their hiring practices in order to recruit more people from under-represented groups – a campaign which recently won a prestigious award.7

I just love this story. For me, the light that came on during that third morning was that this was a different model of leadership from the one in which I had been schooled. While the standard model of political leadership revolves around the charismatic individual, community organising leadership is much more collective and empowering. Train people in methods for making change happen, and anyone, whatever their self-image, can become a leader. That day I wished I had come on the course before meeting Arnie – and indeed before becoming Labour leader. I would have done a better job. I would have understood more about how good leadership can empower others and been a more effective champion of Arnie’s methods within the party.

The course also gave me another insight – into why so many progressive campaigns never work out how to achieve their aims. This became apparent during another highlight of proceedings, when we role-played the Melian Dialogue. Described by the ancient Athenian historian Thucydides, these negotiations took place between the citizens of Athens and Melos in 416 BC. During them, the Athenians tell the Melians they intend to conquer their city, so they might as well surrender and spare everyone the trouble of a battle. The Melians are peace-loving people who try to dissuade the Athenians with talk of justice, fairness and high-minded values. The Athenians are ruthless, calculating and strategic, and clear from the very start about what they intend to do and why. Ultimately, as Thucydides’ readers would have known, Melos refused, Athens laid siege, and the Melians were enslaved.

No doubt as you read this, unless you have a penchant for invading other countries, you will be feeling sympathetic and warm towards the Melians and pretty hostile to the Athenians, but there is a twist. As the instructors told us part way through the role play, the task of a community organiser is to be an Athenian not a Melian. Not as in laying waste to other countries, but in understanding that nice-sounding values only get you so far. The Melians were undone because they were not clear about their aims or how they would achieve them. As the Athenians say in the Dialogue, ‘The standard of justice depends on the equality of power to compel … the strong do what they have the power to do and the weak accept what they have to accept.’8 For the community organising movement this is boiled down to an aphorism which has stayed with me more than anything else from the course: ‘You only get the justice you have the power to compel.’

To illustrate what this means, let’s consider the most famous Citizens UK campaign, its campaign for the living wage. This began in 2003 when Abdul Durrant, a cleaner at HSBC’s London offices, confronted the bank’s chairman, Sir John Bond, at an AGM to ask why he was being paid £4.50 an hour (then the minimum wage) and Bond earned £2 million per year. Abdul had been trained by Citizens UK, and his question was carefully planned in order to draw attention to the cause of poverty pay – and to shame a powerful person into change.

I can talk about this campaign from personal experience. In 2010 I was drafting the Labour manifesto for Gordon Brown. Matthew Bolton, now director of Citizens UK, asked for a meeting with me to talk about the living wage. The meeting didn’t go as I expected. He brought two cleaners with him, one of whom was responsible for the office of Alistair Darling, the chancellor. She explained how hard it was to live on the minimum wage and raise her children. I asked about the tax credit system introduced by Gordon Brown designed to boost the incomes of low-paid workers, which she didn’t appear to be receiving. I can’t remember her answer, but what I do remember is the realisation that she was talking about something deeper than the money in her purse. As with Abdul and Sir John Bond, she was posing a moral question. Was it right that someone, cleaning the office of a Labour chancellor, was not earning enough to feed her family? There was only one answer. The Labour manifesto I wrote contained the commitment that every government department would pay the living wage.

The living wage campaign has been Athenian in its approach – minus the invasion. It set about gathering power by uniting diverse people and organisations in a common cause, and by building relationships with those who had power. But it found another source of power in shame. It has shamed many corporations, public sector bodies and universities into action, and it has harnessed the power of praise for those who came on board to encourage others to do the same. The result has been that since 2003 the living wage campaign has signed up nearly 7,000 employers, 40 per cent of the FTSE 100 (the largest publicly traded firms in the UK) and won higher wages for more than 250,000 workers.9 This is an example of the first level of change I talked about in the introduction to this part of the book – changing the policies of businesses – but the living wage movement has also operated at the third level too, by putting the idea of the living wage on the map. This even led a Conservative government to legislate for what it called a national living wage, above the minimum wage, although still below the real living wage.

By the end of the five days’ training in 2015, the light that had flashed on when I met Arnie Graf had been illuminated again, and I took away from the course a commitment to campaign with my local Labour Party in Doncaster using community organising methods. I invited those who had recently joined the party as part of the surge in membership under Jeremy Corbyn to come to a meeting. Normally at these meetings I sit at the front and answer questions; this time we all sat in a circle and discussed why we had joined the Labour Party and what we wanted to change locally, facilitated by two Citizens UK staff members, Dan Firth and Sotez Chowdhury, who had given up their spare time to be with us. This was not the way the Labour Party tended to work; it was an exercise in understanding one another’s self-interest and building relational power.

After training in methods of community organising, we went out and listened to the community and then came back together and reflected on our priorities. The problem we chose to address was BrightHouse, a company that exploited the poor by selling goods like sofas, cookers, TVs and computers via weekly payments over two or three years, but at interest rates of anywhere up to 99 per cent a year, meaning that their prices were ultimately as much as three times higher than those at a normal high street shop.10 The principle of thinking like an Athenian kicked in. That meant setting realistic goals that could be achieved and then built on, rather than goals that might be morally right but which couldn’t actually be met.

Since BrightHouse was at that point a chain with over 200 stores across the UK, a local campaign in Doncaster was unlikely to shut it down. Parading with placards saying CLOSE DOWN BRIGHTHOUSE would have made us feel good and drawn attention to the issue, but in the community organising view, failing to achieve our aim would only have demonstrated our powerlessness and sapped the energy of campaigners as they questioned what difference we had really made. So instead we set what we saw as a realistic goal: working with a local credit union to sign up 150 members and move them away from BrightHouse.

One Saturday morning we gathered in Mexborough, a town near Doncaster that I represent where the local BrightHouse was located, and handed out leaflets comparing the cost of using BrightHouse finance with buying through the local credit union. It wasn’t the kind of thing my local Labour Party normally did – we weren’t actually asking anyone to vote for us. What was striking was the trepidation of many members beforehand but also the buzz they felt afterwards. As always after a community organising action, the group reassembled, and the words members used to describe how they felt included ‘worthwhile’, ‘powerful’ and ‘inspired’. Unlike some political protests, it clearly met Alinsky’s sixth rule: ‘A good tactic is one that your people enjoy.’

The story does not end here. The campaign succeeded locally in its modest aims but turned out to be one of a chain of events that eventually hastened BrightHouse’s demise. It inspired me to make a film for the BBC’s Victoria Derbyshire programme about BrightHouse. Making that film, I interviewed a local resident, Angela, who had been a BrightHouse customer. Eventually I would bring Andrew Bailey – now the governor of the Bank of England, but then the head of the Financial Conduct Authority (FCA) – to my constituency to meet Angela to hear her story.

In a meeting room in Mexborough, two worlds – Bailey’s and Angela’s – came together. She did the talking, not me. She explained the rip-offs, the pressures, the exploitation of BrightHouse. He listened and seemed pretty taken aback. Some months later, and against original indications, the FCA imposed a cap on lending in the sector as had been implemented for payday loans. I received an email from Andrew Bailey at the time of their announcement which mentioned what an impact the conversation with Angela had had on him. Maybe the FCA would have acted without Andrew Bailey’s visit to Mexborough, but I know that the meeting with Angela only happened because of the action we took. Once the FCA stopped BrightHouse ripping people off, their business model collapsed. The culmination of this was the company going into receivership, meaning it can’t prey on any new customers.

The lessons I draw from that experience are that people have more power collectively than they realise; that rather than waiting for someone else to act – central government, the mayor of Doncaster – it is also possible to make change happen bottom-up; that out of the small, possible actions, the seemingly impossible – in this case the end of BrightHouse – can sometimes be achieved. I also learned about some of the limitations of community organising: it is painstaking; it takes time to build relational power; it hits bumps in the road; campaigns may be slow to produce results. The living wage campaign has been very effective, but it has taken the best part of twenty years to produce the change that it has.

But even though community organising might take time, and even though it would be much easier to have a government do the job for us – pull the levers of powers and introduce a real living wage, deal with the scourge of BrightHouse and all the other injustices – we still need to hold that government to account. We still need ways for people to make their voices heard. As Matthew Bolton puts it, ‘the fundamental aim of community organising [is] for people to build and use power, to have control over decision-making and to hold the state and market to account’.11 Whoever has control of the state, whether they have progressive values or not, needs to be held accountable, and that accountability cannot just come from elections once every few years, as we saw in Part III. Community organising is a vital tool to make change happen and a way to force the powerful to listen.

In his book Matthew Bolton refers to a famous saying of a nineteenth-century politician and thinker: ‘Lord Acton is right that absolute and unaccountable power is corrupting, but so is powerlessness. It breeds fear, anger, ill health and apathy.’12 A major theme of this book has been that fixing our world requires the redistribution not just of income, wealth and opportunity but power as well. The reason for this is practical – it is one of the means to greater fairness and equality. But it is also psychological. Feeling that we have the power to make change happen affects our sense of self-worth. Citizens Cymru saw the effect it had on the young people who got their halal Nando’s; Citizens UK have seen it in the countless people who have fought and won a living wage, and I saw it in my party members who acted against BrightHouse and were inspired to do more.

In the Introduction to this book I argued that if we focus on taking small, incremental steps towards the possible, there is a danger that we lose sight of the grander vision, objectives which are not immediately achievable but which we must strive for if we’re ever to change things fundamentally. And yet in this chapter it might seem I have argued for a different view: to focus exclusively on what is achievable. So which is it? Without question there are tensions – incremental versus transformational change, arguing for the possible versus the seemingly impossible – but Citizens UK exemplify the possible as the gateway to the seemingly impossible. They are rooted in the principles of community organising, practical, realisable goals, and yet look how they’ve shifted the terms of debate: twenty years ago, the vision of a living wage certainly looked like the impossible; today it’s much more of a reality.

No matter the issue we face, however small or large, community organising means that nobody is completely powerless. That’s because there is nothing more powerful than people joining together through their common interests. It’s the way political change has always happened – and is happening all around the world today.




CHAPTER 17

Twenty-First-Century Trade Unions


Membership is not our foremost question. Our first concern is winning fifteen dollars and a union.

Mary Kay Henry, Service Employees International Union1



In November 2012, two hundred fast food workers went on strike in New York to demand an increase in their wages from the federal minimum of $7.25 an hour to $15. Pamela Waldron, who had been working for eight years at KFC, explained why: ‘I have two kids under six, and I don’t earn enough to buy food for them.’2 Outside branches of McDonald’s, Burger King, KFC and Domino’s across the city, workers chanted, ‘How can we survive on $7.25?’3

In a city of eight million workers, their protest was a tiny pebble in a very large pond. It got some media coverage but looked like an attempt to achieve if not the impossible then the highly improbable. Doubling the minimum wage was nowhere near the mainstream political agenda. Trade union membership in the United States, meanwhile, had been in steep decline for decades. Laws protecting workers’ rights were weak, and changes to the economy over generations had made union organising far harder.

Yet those 200 workers in New York have spawned a movement that has since won 22 million employees across the United States more than $68 billion in wage increases.4 California, Massachusetts, Maryland, New Jersey, Illinois, Connecticut and many other states and cities in the United States have passed laws to raise their minimum wage to $15 an hour, affecting not just fast food workers but employees across the whole economy.5 The overall boost to workers’ income so far is fourteen times larger than that achieved when the federal minimum wage was last increased in 2007.6 Within five years, 42 per cent of the United States will be covered by $15 an hour wage laws.7 And President Biden has pledged to seek to raise the federal minimum wage to $15 an hour, which could help over 30 million more workers.8 The Fight for $15 movement has not only changed the law, it has also profoundly changed the political conversation. Originating in a protest by the marginalised, it is now a mainstream demand involving a union campaign and a movement which has involved people well beyond the workers affected.

This section of the book is about how to make change happen, and that discussion cannot ignore the role of trade unions, which have for two centuries been at the vanguard of winning change for workers. Yet for reasons we will see, the climate for trade unions is now a difficult one, and the Fight for $15 stands out as a success – an example of a new kind of trade unionism.

The New York protest may have begun small but it was not a freelance, spontaneous action; it was mounted by the Service Employees International Union (SEIU) working with community, civil rights and religious organisations and trained union and community organisers. It was followed in 2013 by actions across 100 cities in the United States, doubling in 2015 to 200 cities, when 60,000 childcare workers, supermarket assistants and airport staff joined fast food workers in marches calling for a $15 minimum wage in what became the largest protest of low-paid workers in American history.9

The traditional model of trade unionism in the US was to recruit workers into the union, seek recognition for the union from the employer at the level of the firm and then bargain for higher wages and better conditions. Mary Kay Henry, president of SEIU turned this approach on its head.10 Make the demands first and worry about union membership later. As one organiser put it, ‘What Mary Kay Henry was asking the union to do was to make a leap of faith: let’s start building a movement of low-wage workers … around a clear and moral set of demands, and worry about the end game later. Maybe the workers would end up having something like traditional union representation, or maybe a not-so-traditional organization.’11

Mary Kay Henry was facing up to the fact that in the US trade union membership in the private sector stood at just 7 per cent. (In the UK it’s better, but only 13 per cent.)12 Fast food workers in particular were almost completely non-unionised. She recognised that if a union waited until it had recruited a significant number of workers in an enterprise before it took action, it would be waiting a long time. She was also responding to the ‘fissured’ workplace, now common in both the UK and the US and exemplified by McDonald’s.13 The golden arches actually mark the location of franchises: individual business owners rent the brand and the equipment from McDonald’s but run their own restaurants, so there is no one central employer. That means the traditional approach of getting a union formally recognised by the business so that it can bargain on its workers’ behalf about wages and conditions has become much more complicated.

Fast food outlets are not alone in this. Across the economy, people working for a particular organisation are now often not actually employed by them; work is increasingly subcontracted or outsourced to other businesses. Apple, for example, employs some 63,000 workers directly, but relies on a global subcontracted workforce of more than 750,000 employed under a variety of relationships to design, manufacture, assemble and sell its products.14 Companies like Uber and many others in the tech economy go further, not simply outsourcing their employees to others but regarding them as self-employed. This poses a massive challenge to traditional company-level union organising. Bargains struck with the parent company have no effect whatsoever on many of the workers who provide services to it. The old model still works effectively in certain parts of our economy like manufacturing – although here too there is a lot of subcontracted work – but it is much more challenging than it once was.

By targeting the sector not the firm, SEIU was seeking to adapt to this reality and short-circuit the challenges of organising at so many workplaces. And the campaign has mobilised not just workers but in many places the wider population – and electorate. In state after state over the past few years, proposals to legislate for a $15 minimum wage have either been a key promise of candidates for elected office or the subject of a referendum. The Fight for $15 has thus forced its way onto the political agenda and dragged government directly into the fight, challenging the notion that the role of a union is to lobby the employer, with the state acting simply as a mediator, setting the rules of engagement.

The reason for telling the story of the Fight for $15 movement is to show that even the most vulnerable and apparently powerless workers can win. Yet it is not a perfect model, as even its advocates would acknowledge. Its short-cut route to success means that most fast food workers in the US now covered by the $15 minimum wage have remained outside the union, which raises the question of how all the other problems they face, such as disputes over working hours, sick pay and conditions, will be addressed. Mary-Kay Henry’s demand was for ‘$15 and a union’. That first need may have been met for millions of workers, but the second hasn’t gone away and continues to be at best a work in progress.

Before working out how the lessons of the Fight for $15 might apply here in the UK, it is worth taking a step back to understand why, even today when most of the mass workplace factories have gone, unionisation still really matters. As we have seen so clearly during the pandemic, many workers – from warehouse staff to carers, delivery drivers to contract cleaners – find themselves in deeply insecure, vulnerable jobs. It is a very basic point but it cannot be taken for granted: a union means that individuals, often with little power, do not have to face their employer alone, but have strength in numbers, organisation and representation. Think back to Chika Reuben from Chapter 7 who worked in social care. She was a member of the GMB union, which fought for PPE equipment and safety standards for care staff. A US study of care homes during the pandemic shows just what a difference trade unions can make: unions were associated with a 30 per cent decrease in the Covid-19 mortality rate and greater access to PPE.15

Moreover, it is now a widely accepted argument that unions are a key bulwark against inequality. Between 1980 and 2018, the proportion of all income going to the top 1 per cent of earners in the UK increased from 8.1 to 12.7 per cent.16 At the same time, workers’ share of the country’s wealth (known in economics as the labour share) declined: 67 per cent of our national income went to workers in wages in 1975, but this had fallen to 58 per cent by 2018.17 Until recently there has been some controversy over the causes of this wage squeeze, which has taken place across developed countries. Some have argued that technology has reduced demand for less-skilled labour; others have said it is the result of manufacturing jobs moving to developing countries. But the debate has entirely overlooked the elephant in the room.

In a startling article published in 2015 entitled ‘Power from the People’ two researchers from the International Monetary Fund concluded, ‘we find strong evidence that lower unionisation is associated with an increase in top income shares in advanced economies during the period 1980–2010’.18 Throughout this period the IMF had been the foremost advocate of policies that weakened the position of workers in the name of ‘labour market flexibility’, and yet they were now attributing fully half of the rise in income inequality to the weakening of unions.19 Two years later, the chief economist of the Bank of England gave a speech suggesting that the weakness of Britain’s trade unions was preventing wages from growing. He argued, ‘there is power in numbers. A workforce that is more easily divided than in the past may find itself more easily conquered.’20

Look at the figures, and it is clear that unions are still successful at what they were founded to do: boosting pay and conditions for their members. In Britain union members earn an average of 10 per cent more than non-unionised workers.21 They have more days of paid holiday and work fewer hours of unpaid overtime. Unionised workplaces are more likely to offer help with childcare and job-sharing provisions – as well as more generous pensions, parental leave and sick pay than required by law.22

But strong trade unions can also help the economy as a whole. In the same year that the IMF drew its surprising conclusion, the Organisation of Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), another pillar of the established economic order, produced a report entitled ‘In It Together; why less inequality benefits us all’. Its conclusion was as stark as the IMF’s: ‘Growing inequality is harmful for long-term economic growth … the key driver is the growing gap between lower-income households – the bottom 40 per cent of the distribution – and the rest of the population.’23 So if trade unions help counter inequality, and inequality is bad for economic growth, it makes an economic case for trade unions. What’s more, in a more recent report the OECD suggested that having unions negotiate with employers on behalf of employees can, when done in the right way, be good for employment, directly contradicting a long-standing claim made by those who oppose unionisation: ‘Collective bargaining, providing that it has a wide coverage and is well co-ordinated, fosters good labour market performance.’24

As I also argued in Chapter 15, worker representation can also be an important way to shift a company’s focus from short- to long-term goals, something which is crucial to economic growth and continuing prosperity. What’s striking to me is that in many workplaces in the UK with a strong union presence the day-to-day activities of the union focus on working with the employer for the overall success of the company. It’s not about conflict but cooperation.

Yet if the need for trade unions is as strong as ever, their future looks pretty uncertain. Back in 1979, in the UK trade unions had 13 million members; half of all workers belonged to a union.25 By 2019 this had dropped to just 6.4 million members – less than a quarter of employees – the majority in the public sector.26 Over the same period, the proportion of workers covered by a collective bargaining agreement over pay and working conditions has fallen from 70 to just 27 per cent. To be fair, in the last three years we have seen a reversal of the trend, with over 200,000 more joining unions.27 But union membership today is much older than in the past, and the average age continues to rise. Just 8 per cent of 16–24-year-olds are members of trade unions.28 Unless trade unions make rapid inroads among young workers, their decline will accelerate as older members retire.29

So if we care about tackling inequality and injustice, we can’t leave unions out of the account, but the trends are inauspicious. What lessons can we in the UK apply from Fight for $15 and at what levels of power can unions operate? Directly transplanting the Fight for $15 won’t work because the structure of our democracy is different: in the US federal system states and even individual cities can set a minimum wage, which is not the case in the UK. Nonetheless, we can broaden the fight for justice for workers whether they are union members or not, use the institutions of the state and focus on the sector not just the firm.

In 2017, the Bakers, Food and Allied Workers’ Union organised a strike of McDonald’s workers modelled on the Fight for $15 and won a significant pay rise for fast food workers, both those who were union members and those who were not.30 Smaller, newer unions, meanwhile, such as the Independent Workers’ Union of Great Britain (IWGB) and the United Voices of the World (UVW), are working to recruit and represent outsourced and gig economy workers in precarious, fissured workplaces, building communities across different groups of outsourced workers and encouraging members to lead campaigns themselves.31 Both unions are still small, with a few thousand members each, but they have won some significant victories. The IWGB helped cleaners and porters at the University of London win a living wage, sick pay and more paid holiday.32 These are important victories at the first level of power – changing people’s day-do-day circumstances.

Trade unions are also learning from the best in digital organising to reach beyond their membership. A hundred years ago employees could discuss their grievances with each other on the factory floor and find common cause, but in a world of Uber drivers and Deliveroo riders, workers are physically far more isolated. The high turnover of staff in many service jobs compounds the challenge of face-to-face organising. In response, a growing number of apps and digital services have been created to help workers connect with each other in online communities that act as virtual factory floors – part of a growing movement dubbed WorkerTech.33 One example is Organise in the UK. Each week a sample of its 80,000 members are sent a survey about the problems they are facing at work, allowing the team behind the app to identify issues to take action on.34 This is not a substitute for union membership but might be a gateway to it. The Trade Union Congress has recently launched its WorkSmart app, targeted at young private sector workers, which offers career advice and information on working rights with the aim of providing a path to union membership.35

Unions are also using the mechanisms of the state in new ways to counter the isolation of the gig economy. In February 2019 the GMB won a major victory when they came to agreement with German delivery firm Hermes, which agreed to union representation, minimum wage guarantees and holiday pay for its 15,000 UK delivery drivers following a case brought by the union in the courts.36 What’s interesting about this victory, the first of its kind in the gig economy, is that the union used the institutions of the state and conventional organising. Early in 2021 the GMB, working alongside the insurgent App Drivers and Couriers Union, scored a famous victory against Uber after a four-year battle to guarantee at least some of its drivers a minimum wage, holiday pay and entitlement to breaks.37 The power of this approach is recognised by others, with the union Unite having established a dedicated legal unit to tackle exploitation in the gig economy.38

What about the question of level – firm or sector? The truth is that both have a role to play. There will always be issues specific to workplaces, especially around the organisation of work, health and safety and terms and conditions. And the battle to recruit and represent workers at the company level is vital. Unions face massive barriers here and not just because of the fissured workplace. They have no legal right to access workplaces in order to recruit. Even a member has no right to be represented by a union on many issues. If grass-roots organising of workers is to happen, these sorts of issues will have to be addressed.

But at the core of the Fight for $15 was the idea of looking across an entire category of employment, not just a single firm. In the UK we actually have a tradition of doing just this – what is known as sectoral bargaining – but while this continues in the public sector, it has all but disappeared in the private. If the nature of the modern economy makes it harder for workers to build power in an individual company, then perhaps this offers a way to change the structural odds that unions face – an example of the second level of change mentioned in the introduction to this section.

Here we have something to learn from a country with economic arrangements similar to ours: New Zealand. There the Labour government of Jacinda Ardern recently commissioned a report from a former National Party prime minister, Jim Bolger. When he was in power in the 1990s he had helped significantly weaken the power of unions, so this might seem an odd choice. However, Bolger had already publicly said he had got it wrong, and his views are interesting, given that they come from a conservatively inclined deregulator. Talking about the so-called neoliberal policies implemented all over the world, he said they had ‘failed to produce economic growth and what growth there has been has gone to the few at the top’.39 His report included a set of radical recommendations for the establishment of bodies comprising representatives of the state, employers and workers. Their job would be to raise pay and improve conditions across sectors where there was a significant employee demand or government belief that it was in the public interest.

It is worth delving further into Bolger’s reasoning for what he called fair pay agreements because his description of the problem they were designed to solve is remarkably similar to the situation in the UK: ‘New Zealanders work longer hours and produce less per hour … Wages in New Zealand have grown, but much more slowly for workers on lower incomes than those on high wages … We have both an inequality and a productivity challenge.’40 Fair pay agreements, he believed, could offer ‘mutual benefits for workers and employers through improved worker engagement, increased productivity and better workplaces’ and the opportunity ‘for employers to invest and engage without the fear of being undercut by those employers engaged in a “race to the bottom”.’41 These two points are key. First, as the research from the OECD mentioned earlier showed, the UK economy could benefit from such an approach, as it could help us escape the low wage, low productivity trap in which parts of our economy find themselves. Second, by applying agreements across the sector, good employers would be protected against being undercut.

In fact, we don’t need to look to the other side of the world to learn this particular lesson; we can simply look to our own past. In 1909 the Liberal government in Britain established something conceptually almost identical. Known as wage boards, these brought together representatives of employers and employees to oversee wage and conditions in specific sectors.42 At their peak in 1953, the sixty-six wage boards covered about 3.5 million workers, a quarter of all employees.43 Unfortunately, they were unloved by both Left and Right in the 1960s and 70s. The trade unions, very strong at the time, thought they were a poor substitute for collective bargaining between workers and bosses, and the Right eventually concluded that they conflicted with free market principles. The Conservatives got rid of most in the 1990s, and the Coalition abolished the remaining Agricultural Wages Board in England in 2013, though it survives in some form in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.

Of course, today we have what did not exist then: a minimum wage. But a national minimum will always be a blunt instrument and by definition cannot take into account the specific conditions of work in a particular industry, such as whether workers are salaried or self-employed and the precise obstacles they face to raising their pay. As a recent analysis put it, ‘Whether it is policing the fuzzy boundary between employment and self-employment, agreeing protocols for the scheduling of insecure hours, setting sectoral wage floors over and above the legal minimum, accrediting new forms of training or countering the growing power of online platforms on labour standards – there is a 21st century hole to be filled.’44

Wage boards were far from perfect, and our world is very different from the one for which they were created, but their sector-wide approach – shared by Fight for $15 on the one hand, and by conservative former prime minister Jim Bolger on the other – is absolutely appropriate to tackle the problems that we face, particularly in low-wage parts of the economy. One of those areas is social care, as we saw in Chapter 7, and the Welsh government is actually looking at establishing a sectoral body for social care in which employers, government and unions could work together to raise standards and tackle the issues workers face.45 For all the reasons previously set out, this is the perfect area to start a new approach.

Transforming the position of weakness in which so many working people find themselves today can seem an impossible task. Millions work in vulnerable, insecure conditions, and the economy has changed in ways that make organising much harder. But there are new (and not so new) ways to make a difference, and together even the most apparently powerless workers have more strength than you might think. Because total success seems unlikely doesn’t mean we can’t make a difference or that we shouldn’t try. If we’re asking how we could create a fairer and more equal society, then building the power of workers is a vital part of the answer.




CHAPTER 18

Follow the Money


Follow the money … just follow the money.

Deep Throat, All the President’s Men



One of my favourite films of all time is All the President’s Men. Based on a book by Bob Woodward and his fellow journalist Carl Bernstein, it tells the story of how they found out that President Richard Nixon had been funding nefarious deeds against his political opponents, including breaking into Democratic Party headquarters at the Watergate Building in Washington DC. Woodward and Bernstein’s investigative journalism ultimately forced Nixon to resign from office. Brilliantly dramatised with Robert Redford as Woodward and Dustin Hoffman as Bernstein, their story briefly made me want to be a journalist. I have even got my kids to watch the film.

If we can’t rely on governments alone to bring about change then we would do well to take the advice that Deep Throat, Woodward’s anonymous source for his explosive story, gives in the film: follow the money. Just as Woodward and Bernstein did exactly that to bring down a president, a burgeoning movement hopes it can do the same to bring down the fossil fuel industry. This is the improbable story of a group of college students who sparked a movement that in ten years has amassed $14 trillion in assets to support its goal.1

Our story starts with Larry Gibson, born in the once idyllic Kayford Mountain area of West Virginia in 1946. His father was a coal miner, as was his grandfather before him. As a child Larry spent his time playing in the trees. The Gibson family had lived in the same spot for 200 years, but when Larry was in fourth grade, his father lost his job, and they were forced to move away. Larry spent the next few decades hundreds of miles away from Kayford Mountain, working in Ohio’s automobile industry. When he moved back to the area in the 1980s, what he saw shocked him. The mining companies had taken over the area and begun literally blowing the tops off the hills in order to get to the coal underneath. The once green landscape was increasingly a uniform grey, and the coal firms were buying up the whole mountain.2

With memories of the landscape of his childhood at the front of his mind, Larry dedicated himself to resisting the destruction. Over the following years he became known as the keeper of the mountains.3 Larry refused to sell his own plot to the mining companies – but that wasn’t all. He gave talks about mountain top removal (MTR) mining. He mounted protests at government buildings. He invited groups of students, activists and celebrities to tour the area to see the harsh reality of America’s dependence on fossil fuels.

In 2010 a handful of students from Swarthmore College in Pennsylvania travelled over 400 miles to Kayford Mountain to see the destruction for themselves. They came home desperate to work out how they could help. Like Woodward and Bernstein they decided to follow the money and discovered that Swarthmore, like many other colleges in the US, had a large endowment fund partially invested in fossil fuel extraction.4 They recognised that this might give them a small but vital lever. When you own shares in a company, you are effectively lending it your financial support. It seemed imperative to them that Swarthmore withdraw its portion of that support, and the bigger question was: what would happen if everyone else who invested in fossil fuels did the same?

The Swarthmore students started a campaign for their college to sell off the shares it held first in coal companies and later in oil and gas – a process known as divestment and the opposite of investment. They did not succeed in that aim, but their campaign hit the news and helped to spark the biggest divestment campaign in history.5 It took off in no small part because in 2012 veteran climate activist Bill McKibben published an article in Rolling Stone magazine headlined GLOBAL WARMING’S TERRIFYING NEW MATH.6 The terrifying maths was this. Limiting global warming to 2°Celsius, at that point seen as the tipping point for catastrophic climate change, would require us to cap further emissions of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere at 565 gigatonnes.7 But according to a report from a London-based organisation called Carbon Tracker, McKibben explained, if all of the coal, oil and gas known to exist at the time of writing were burned, it would lead to CO2 emissions of 2,795 gigatonnes. In other words, 80 per cent of known fossil fuel reserves need to be kept in the ground. The figures have changed a bit since 2012 – and it is now widely accepted that we should aim for 1.5°C not 2°C warming – but more recent estimates agree that we have to leave about 80 per cent fossil fuel reserves in the ground.8 As McKibben argued, the big problem is that the fossil fuel industry is unlikely to do that voluntarily.

This article caused the divestment movement to really take off. The terrifying figures, McKibben’s argument and the students’ campaign appealed to people’s conscience: how could it be right for organisations to invest in and profit from the destruction of the planet? Withdrawing financial support for acts of cataclysmic destruction had to be the right thing to do. But divestment also appealed to investors’ self-interest. As McKibben pointed out, if governments ever take action to prevent these reserves from being used – spurred on by the pressure of the divestment campaign and as eventually they will have to do if they are to meet their climate commitments – their investments will plummet in value. It will then become clear that the fossil fuel companies are massively overvalued because a significant proportion of their assets is essentially worthless. There is a carbon bubble – a bit like the housing bubble that led to the 2008 financial crisis – which will at some point burst. The Bank of England estimates losses could be as big as $20 trillion.9 This makes fossil fuels a risky investment, to put it mildly.

There’s good reason to believe the fossil fuel companies are not going to change without being forced to. I remember being at a conference a few years back and chatting to a senior European director of one of the major oil companies. He cared about the climate crisis, he worried about the impact on his children and their children, but this was not enough for him to change the direction of the company. Given the shareholder-first model of business in which he operated (discussed in Chapter 5), if he had decided to invest the significant amounts needed to transition his company away from fossil fuels to renewable energy at the pace required, he’d probably be opposed by large numbers of shareholders complaining about the short-term cost. If he went ahead anyway, he might well be out of a job.

That isn’t to say there isn’t a good business case for change – as well as a planetary one – and there is an example of a fossil fuel company that has made the transition. About the time I was having sleepless nights at the Copenhagen climate summit, DONG [Danish Oil and Natural Gas] Energy was setting out its 85/15 vision – over thirty years it would transform its energy generation from 85 per cent fossil fuels and 15 per cent renewables to 85 per cent renewables and 15 per cent fossil fuels. Today, renamed Ørsted, it is the world leader in offshore wind generation, with 30 per cent of the global market, and it achieved its aim twenty years ahead of schedule. By 2025 green energy will be 99 per cent of the company’s output. It now has a higher stock market valuation than BP.10 Those who ran Ørsted were not just far-sighted, however; the company was 80 per cent owned by the Danish state, which was willing to take a long-term view on investment.11 Ørsted is unfortunately the exception when it comes to fossil fuel companies, and to turn things around at the speed that is required, we’re going to need every tool we can find. That’s where the divestment movement comes in.

This isn’t the first time divestment has been used to campaign for change. In the 1970s and 80s activists around the world targeted South Africa’s apartheid regime with a high-profile campaign. In the US by the end of the 1980s, 155 universities, 200 companies and 26 states had taken action to divest from or sanction companies or banks operating in South Africa.12 In the UK a student-led campaign pressed individuals, local authorities and charities to stop banking with Barclays until they ended their involvement in South Africa. Barclays’ share of the student market halved, and they sold their South African subsidiary in 1986.13 The divestment campaign was just one of a number which targeted the South African government but is widely considered to have helped delegitimise the apartheid regime.14 Similar tactics have also been used against the tobacco industry in recent decades.15

What distinguishes the fossil fuel divestment movement from previous divestment campaigns is its appeal to both the head – the carbon bubble – and the heart – the sheer wrongness of profiting from planetary destruction. By 2020, more than a thousand institutions worldwide – universities, religious groups, city governments, pension funds – had committed to the movement.16 Organisations from the British Medical Association to the City of New York have joined. In the 1880s John D. Rockefeller controlled 90 per cent of oil in the US, including the forerunners of contemporary fossil fuel giants Chevron and ExxonMobil. One hundred and thirty years later, even the Rockefeller Family Fund was divesting from the fossil fuel industry.17

The ultimate aim is clear, but how do those in the campaign think change will happen? 350.org, a group founded by Bill McKibben which has gone on to be prominent in the divestment movement, says the idea is not to bankrupt the fossil fuel companies, but to attack their ‘social licence’.18 They argue that the companies are so financially powerful, and economies have been so dependent on them, that they often attempt to obstruct governments taking action on the climate crisis. They and others point to research which suggests that the top five publicly traded oil and gas companies spend $200 million a year lobbying to block, limit or delay climate policies.19 Some fossil fuel companies have also been accused of funding climate deniers while knowing full well the catastrophic impact their businesses have on the planet.20 The divestment movement is trying to flip this story on its head by using money as a tool for the rest of us to challenge some of the world’s most powerful corporations. By persuading institutions we can influence to sever their financial ties with fossil fuels, the argument goes, campaigners can delegitimise the industry and make it easier for governments to act in ways it does not like.

Again, we can think about this in terms of the three levels of political change. We need fossil fuel companies to transform their business models if we’re going to tackle the climate crisis. Level-one change would either try to directly persuade the companies to change their practices or put pressure on governments to force them to adapt. This remains the ultimate goal, but economic incentives mean the companies are unlikely to change on their own, while their economic might means they can lobby governments to avoid political intervention. Level-two change would challenge the structural political power of fossil fuel companies, for example by altering campaign finance or lobbying laws to limit the pressure they exert on politicians. That’s easier said than done, so the fossil fuel divestment movement is focused on change at level three: shifting the overall conversation. In moving the public debate and changing people’s attitudes towards the industry, the aim is to make it easier for politicians to step in. Change at level three makes change at level one possible.

But the question of whether the movement can actually have a meaningful impact is highly contested. Fourteen trillion dollars sounds impressive, but these commitments come from a small proportion of the world’s investors overall with most yet to be persuaded, which means a fossil fuel company with a viable economic proposition can always find someone else to stump up the cash. As a result, when an institution divests it neither hits a company’s share price nor prevents it investing in further extraction.21 This problem isn’t specific to fossil fuels: a 1999 study found that the anti-apartheid divestment movement had no demonstrable financial impact on the share prices of the South African companies that were targeted, even if it caused damage to the apartheid regime as a whole.22

It can also be argued that if a socially responsible institution sells its stake in a fossil fuel company, this may be bought by a less scrupulous investor. Keeping an investment means retaining voting rights at annual general meetings (AGMs), which can be used to put pressure on companies to adopt a more sustainable course – known as shareholder engagement. One investment manager has said, ‘divestment isn’t a badge of honour; it’s a failure of the engagement process’.23 If you accept this argument, if you want to make a fossil fuel company change course, you’re better off keeping your stake and using your votes. Divestment might make you feel good, but at best it is a waste of time and at worst is counter-productive. And a number of large fossil fuel companies are owned by states such as Saudi Arabia rather than being publicly traded, and so are not susceptible to divestment anyway.

There are two main reasons why the critics of divestment are wrong. First and foremost, the divestment campaign has put the future of the fossil fuel industry on the agenda in a way it simply wasn’t before. Keep the three levels of change in mind. The divestment movement did not start off seeking to affect the fossil fuel industry itself in order to persuade companies to change their policies directly (level one change); instead, it has focused on shifting the Overton window (level three). Divestment has successfully sparked a debate about whether the behaviour of the fossil fuel industry is compatible with sufficient action on the climate crisis. That debate has had significant knock-on effects.

One of these is Climate Action 100+, an alliance of more than 500 investors, including everyone from the Church of England to Aviva, managing a mind-blowing $52 trillion of financial assets between them.24 They are committed to using their investments to put pressure on the 100 companies responsible for more than two thirds of greenhouse gas emissions to act on the climate crisis. Many in the coalition, including the Church of England, have said they will divest from companies that do not change.25 They’ve won some important victories. Royal Dutch Shell has agreed to link climate targets to executive pay, the world’s largest coal exporter Glencore has pledged to cap production at current levels, and BP has been forced to disclose how its company strategy is consistent with the Paris Agreement.26

It’s hard to believe that all this change in practice would have happened without the divestment movement. In fact, the incompatibility of shareholder engagement with divestment can be overstated. Shareholder engagement can be used to put pressure on companies to transform their business models in line with net zero emissions, as Ørsted has done, and hold companies to account for their climate commitments. But that doesn’t rule out the option of divestment from companies that remain resistant to change. Norway’s sovereign wealth fund, which manages $1 trillion of assets alone, has combined the two approaches. It has committed itself to selling off shares in coal companies and those that engage in oil and gas exploration, while retaining stakes in fossil fuel companies that are also investing in clean energy.27 The fund is using its shares in the latter companies to push for greater disclosure about their climate impacts and whether their business models can survive in a zero-carbon world.28

Furthermore, when the debate shifts, it has an impact on policymakers. A study by researchers at the University of Oxford in 2013 found that almost every divestment campaign in history, including those mounted against tobacco and South Africa, ultimately managed to persuade policymakers to pass legislation targeting the industry or area. For example, the anti-apartheid divestment movement in the US helped the push for the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act of 1986, which introduced economic sanctions on South Africa.29 The divestment from fossil fuels campaign may not yet have led to government making the changes in law that it seeks, but the signs are that it could well happen.

The campaign’s carbon bubble argument in particular has been noticed by policymakers around the world. Former governor of the Bank of England Mark Carney has led the charge on the massive risks faced by the financial system if we continue to act as if the world’s fossil fuel reserves can all be used. He has highlighted the physical danger of climate damage, the risk of carbon-extracting companies being sued down the line, and the chance that their stock market value could suddenly nosedive if governments act.30 Carney is part of a growing establishment movement demanding that all companies, including fossil fuel firms, outline their climate risks. The UK has now announced that large companies and financial institutions will have to reveal their exposure to climate risks by 2025.31 This will allow investors to hold companies to account on how they plan to transition to net zero emissions.

Might this shift in the conversation have happened anyway? Perhaps, but the atmosphere and the context created by the divestment movement has undoubtedly helped make the idea of a carbon bubble mainstream in the world of finance. An authoritative study in 2018 found that the divestment movement had ‘put questions of finance and climate change on the agenda and played a part in changing discourse around the legitimacy, reputation and viability of the fossil fuel industry’. Crucially, it concluded divestment was helping change attitudes towards the fossil fuel industry among some shareholders, investors and others working in the financial services sector.32

The second reason to doubt the critics is that there are some signs that the divestment movement has also had more direct material effects on the fossil fuel industry. It’s clear, for example, that certain parts of the industry are more vulnerable to pressure than others. Goldman Sachs says divestment has contributed to the declining value of the coal industry in recent years: ‘The fossil fuel divestment movement is gathering pace … a growing number of investors and financial institutions have announced bans or restrictions on coal investments … which have in our view been a driver of the sector de-rating over the past five years.’33 When Peabody Coal, the world’s biggest private-sector coal company, filed for bankruptcy in 2016, it listed divestment as one if its problems because it made it harder to raise capital.34 There is also evidence that divestment is starting to hit non-coal fossil fuel companies’ balance sheets. Shell’s 2018 annual report expressed concern about divestment: ‘if this were to continue, it could have a material adverse effect on the price of our securities and our ability to access equity capital markets’.35 This suggests that there are tipping points beyond which divestment can directly hit fossil fuel companies in the pocket.

There is also reason to think the direct effects of divestments could grow. While so far the movement has largely focused on selling shares in fossil fuel companies, that’s not the only way to follow the money. Campaigners could have an even bigger impact if the tactic was extended to other parts of the financial system – such as insurance – that provide direct financial support for fossil fuel extraction. That is starting to happen. Campaigners at Insure our Future are pushing for insurance companies to refuse to underwrite fossil fuels extraction, which would make it difficult to carry out exploration projects. In just a few years, twenty-three of the world’s biggest insurers have ended or restricted their provision of insurance to the coal sector, leading some to argue that coal is becoming uninsurable.36 One indication of this is the growing number of insurers refusing to be involved in a highly controversial new coal mine planned in Queensland, Australia.37

Other activists are following the money in a different direction. The Rainforest Action Network has discovered that some of the world’s largest banks have provided $2.7 trillion in finance for fossil fuel companies since the Paris Agreement was signed. Their analysis shows that finance for the companies most involved in new fossil fuel exploration projects is actually surging.38 If banks stopped funding new fossil fuel projects and began to phase out all fossil fuel financing this would have a direct material impact on the industry. French bank Credit Agricole has stopped lending to new coal projects and is demanding its clients in the industry disclose their plans for getting out.39

Coal is currently the area where victories seem within reach, but it’s not hard to see how activists could use the same route – via banking – to push for more ambitious action across the whole fossil fuel sector. Many of the financial institutions underpinning the industry are heavily reliant on individual and business customers. The divestment movement has been successful at encouraging people to use their membership of universities, religious groups and other organisations to exert pressure. A number of campaigns are now emerging which encourage people to use the threat of moving bank accounts, insurance policies or pension pots similarly. Over the last few years, for example, campaigners in the US have been encouraging people to move their bank accounts away from JP Morgan Chase – the biggest bank funder of fossil fuel extraction.40 There’s still a long way to go, but activists heralded a recent announcement from JP Morgan Chase that it would use its financial weight to push for net zero emissions by 2050 as a small victory.41

The other side of the coin is that we also actively need to finance the green transition. From wind and solar power to vehicle technology to low carbon manufacturing, sustainable firms need capital to fund the technology and infrastructure of the future. By shifting money from fossil fuels into sustainable investments, individuals and organisations can not only stop funding the problem but also help to fund the solutions. The Climate Change Committee says transitioning to net zero in the UK will require tens of billions of pounds of investment. As we saw in Chapter 1, government will have to fund some of this, but a significant proportion will need to come from the private sector. Again, here we all have the power to make a difference. As the British charity Share Action highlights, our pension pots may include significant fossil fuel investments.42 By moving to sustainable plans that invest in companies driving the net zero transition, by persuading our employers to move company policies or by putting pressure on our pension providers to change their investment approach, we can redirect the power of the financial system towards good.

For all these reasons, the divestment movement really matters. It has prompted all sorts of actions and campaigns, it has helped put the issue of the carbon bubble on the agenda, pressuring government, and it is spawning a way of thinking which in the perception-driven world of finance can have very significant effects. Is divestment enough on its own? Of course not. We need government to act. But, as we have seen, shifting public opinion can be one of the most effective tools in forcing them to do so. Perhaps the most important lesson of the divestment movement is that using the tools within our reach – and putting pressure on the universities, churches or pension funds that we are part of to do the same – gives everybody some power. We might not have the financial might of the world’s biggest corporations, but divestment offers a way for all of us to use what we do have to bring about real change.




CHAPTER 19

The Preston Story

It’s time to shift focus from the future of the planet to the history of Preston bus station. Believe it or not, this bus terminus offers a powerful – if unlikely – story about how we can begin to build a better world. It shows that, whoever is in power in central government, there are inspiring people around the country offering a vision of change.

The bus station lies at the northern end of Preston city centre. It is a classic example of twentieth-century brutalism – an imposing concrete building, erected in the late 1960s in the hope and expectation that Preston’s population would double, with bays for eighty double-decker buses.1 It was said to be the largest bus station in Europe.2 For decades it served the city well, but by 2000 the fortunes of the building had turned. Buses were arriving and leaving empty. A report by Preston City Council argued that not only was it unused but it acted as a barrier to getting around the city centre.3 Knocking down the bus station became the centrepiece of an ambitious £700 million plan to regenerate the area. Preston was struggling with high unemployment, low wages and higher than average deprivation.4 But here was a grand plan to transform its city centre and create thousands of new jobs in the process.

For nearly ten years councillors worked hard to get investors on board. They signed up property firms LendLease and Grosvenor to lead the redevelopment of the city and attracted commitments from John Lewis and Marks & Spencer to open flagship department stores.5 A new transport hub, a spruced-up market and a large new shopping complex were all planned.6 Then the financial crisis of 2007–08 hit. At first it didn’t look like it was going to be too much of a problem; retailers kept signing up to the development even in the wake of the recent crash.7 But at the end of 2011 John Lewis unexpectedly pulled out, leaving the scheme ‘no longer financially viable’. The regeneration plan was promptly dropped altogether.8 The bus station still stood, and Preston was back to square one.

Looking at the standard playbook, Preston’s leaders were out of options. Development plans typically focus on getting investors from outside an area to pump money into it. You try to persuade them to build a new shopping centre, commit to a housing development or perhaps set up a call centre to employ people. But attracting outside investment during a financial crisis is not easy. By 2011 and 2012 the council was already being squeezed by austerity, leaving it little room for manoeuvre. End of story.

Or so the usual story would have gone. However, six months before John Lewis pulled out, a new council leadership had been elected. Long-serving councillor Matthew Brown had joined the leadership team, and was now given the unenviable task of coming up with a new plan for the local economy. Brown refused to accept that Preston City Council was powerless. He brought in some policy experts from an organisation called the Centre for Local Economic Strategies in nearby Manchester to advise him and his colleagues on what their options might be.9 The experts looked around at what tools Preston had at its disposal and found them in some unlikely places. They dicovered that Preston’s public sector institutions, such as the council and police force, were spending £750 million every year on goods and services, but only £1 in £20 was being spent within Preston itself, and just £8 in £20 in the wider area of Lancashire.10 In other words, while outside investment wasn’t coming in, inside investment was flowing out.

Chances are you’ve never got excited about government procurement – the buying practices of Whitehall departments, local councils, the NHS, the police and others. Now’s the moment. Typically, it involves finding the least costly supplier, wherever it might be, and doing a deal. But Preston decided to do something different. The council realised that procurement could be a crucial tool in changing the direction of the local economy and, starting in 2013, began teaming up with local public sector organisations, including the police, a couple of colleges and a housing association. Initially, six organisations committed to buying more from suppliers in the area, often small businesses. Within a few years, instead of £1 in £20, those six organisations were spending nearly £4 in Preston, and in Lancashire the figure doubled from £8 in every £20 to £16. This meant that £200 million that had previously been sucked out of the local economy each year was now staying in the area.11 Eventually twelve public sector organisations, including hospitals and the University of Central Lancashire, signed up.

Procurement wasn’t the only tool the experts found. In 2012 Preston City Council became the first employer in the north of England to be accredited by the Living Wage Foundation and guarantee the living wage to all its staff. It encouraged other large employers to do the same. Within a few years, 4,000 more people in the city were being paid a real living wage.12 Clearly this was good for them, but it also increased the amount that local people had to spend and, of course, how much they spent locally.

Thinking about how else money generated locally could be kept there, the council redirected £100 million from Lancashire County Council’s pension fund.13 This was used to help finance much-needed student accommodation for the city’s expanding university, which was completed in 2018. Preston’s iconic Park Hotel, previously converted into uninspiring council offices, is now being returned to its former glory as a hotel, also with investment from the pension fund.14 The council has adopted other innovative means of promoting the local economy, including assisting the establishment and development of worker-owned co-ops in catering and digital technology, as well as taxi services. The strategy has been not just to buy local, but to do so in a way that spreads wealth within the area.

The result has been a wider renaissance of Preston. Before the pandemic hit, in-work poverty and unemployment were down, social mobility was up.15 Preston was named the most improved city in the UK by professional services firm PwC in 2018.16 And the bus station has undergone an award-winning restoration.17

There is a reason Preston’s story appears in this part of the book: it offers us an important lesson about how change can happen. Too often we feel powerless in the face of large economic forces, but Preston shows that communities have more tools at their disposal than they might think. It is an example of a new economic approach gathering pace in cities across the world, known as community wealth building.18 This rejects the standard approach to economic development, which is simply to go looking for outside investment. Community wealth building seeks to harness the money already within an area to build a fairer local economy. It also recognises that conventional regeneration too often leaves large parts of the population out. If the original plan for Preston had gone ahead, it might have generated employment, but beyond this there was no guarantee that it would have ensured decent wages or where the profits would have flowed. This is why community wealth building is a big idea. It aspires to build economies where income, wealth and ownership are more fairly spread, economies with justice hard-wired into them.19

Community wealth building is centred on organisations like the twelve public sector institutions with which Preston worked. They weren’t chosen by accident but are what’s known in the jargon as anchor institutions: large local employers with a long-term link to an area so unlikely to move away.20 Universities and hospitals are the gold standard of anchor institutions because they tend to have large workforces, big budgets and, by their very nature, strong local ties. But other organisations do the job too. Councils, schools, even football clubs are prime candidates. The key thing is they have an interest in local prosperity and the economic power to influence it.

Once you’ve got your anchors, it’s time to put them to work. As we saw in Preston, community wealth building encourages anchors to take action in areas such as the goods and services they buy, the people they employ and the financial assets they hold.21 It sounds unlikely, but the procurement, human resources and finance departments of these organisations can be the vanguard of progressive change. The idea, as we have seen, is to get anchors both to keep more of their money within the area and to distribute it more evenly among the local population. Changing procurement practices can help create good jobs for local people and support the development of small businesses, cooperatives and community and social enterprises.

For too long the public sector has been indifferent to where its money goes, to the practices and ownership of the companies it buys from and partners with. But an outsourced large multinational, supplying laundry services or school meals to a community at the lowest cost, paying the minimum wage, has a significantly less positive impact on an area than local companies paying the living wage to do the same. Community wealth building enables local people to benefit from higher wages and a greater share of the wealth created. A study for the Federation of Small Businesses backs this up. It found that every pound spent by local authorities with small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) generates an additional 63p of benefit for the local economy, compared to just 40p for every pound spent with larger firms.22

When it comes to the anchor institutions, they have the power to boost the incomes and job prospects of local people simply by changing their own policies on hiring and pay. That’s why Preston’s first step was to promote the living wage. They can also offer better in-work training and career development opportunities for their staff or actively employ people from low-income areas or under-represented groups. But the hidden superpower of large institutions lies in their financial assets. Most employers invest in pension funds on behalf of their employees. Moving these assets from generic investments in the global financial system to those that fund local schemes puts money to doubly good use. This could be for investment in infrastructure, as in Preston, or to provide much-needed finance for local businesses. For example, Greater Manchester’s pension fund has diverted £50 million to invest in local small businesses.23

Community wealth building tells us something else about how change happens. If we rely solely on central government to redistribute income and wealth in order to build a fairer economy, we will always be playing catch-up in the fight against inequality – and losing. To begin with, getting money to people through a benefits system that assesses their income will always be more complex than doing so directly through their wage packets. Universal Credit is an extreme example, but it’s true of any system that by definition compensates for the failings of the economy. The scale of intervention needed to achieve a fairer economy is also hard to win political support for, partly because of the power of those who benefit from inequality. And evidence from around the world confirms that it is incredibly difficult to keep inequality from exploding unless you tackle it at source.24 If you start off with a grossly unfair economy and expect redistribution by government to solve the problem, then it’s like running up the down escalator. Community wealth building avoids this by building an economy which is more equal from the start – not just in terms of people’s incomes but also the ownership of businesses and other assets.

So that’s the case in favour. What are the objections? First, doesn’t this risk raising costs for the public sector? Basing procurement decisions not solely on price but on a whole range of factors means you don’t necessarily get the cheapest deal. At a time when the public purse is under massive strain, is this affordable or sensible? A recent study has found no conclusive evidence that community wealth building leads to the public sector spending more.25 And by focusing primarily or solely on the cost of the contract, this argument can obscure or overlook knock-on costs elsewhere.26

An obvious example of how low-price contracts can lead to knock-on costs is the need for state subsidies through Universal Credit and housing benefit to compensate for inadequate pay. Every worker with children paid at the minimum wage will have their income topped up by government subsidies, and rightly so, but this cost does not feature in the low-price contract that directly causes it because it’s not Preston or its equivalent that pays out but the Department of Work and Pensions. There are longer-term costs too. Low-wage insecure employment without proper training is likely to be less productive and thus generate less overall wealth for the economy, which has knock-on implications for the public purse. Think also of the costs of ill-health and sickness that inevitably accrue in areas dominated by low-paid work, where many workers and their families are in poverty.27

A second critique levelled by opponents of community wealth building is that it is protectionism on a local scale.28 Mainstream economics tells us that, at best, this means any benefit from keeping money in one area comes at a cost to somewhere else. If every area did it, the country as a whole would be no better off. At worst, it means the economy is losing out by not taking advantage of specialised expertise and the fundamental benefits to be had from trade itself and giving contracts to those who will do the best job. However, Preston Council has pointed out that would only be the case if they awarded contracts to ‘an inferior local contractor to shield them from competition of better performing and more keenly priced competitors’.29 Instead, community wealth building actively supports local small businesses, co-ops and others to compete on price, quality and wider value for money with large firms based elsewhere to win public sector contracts. Moreover, the truth is that the odds are generally stacked in favour of large firms because choosing one can so easily seem like the safer, easier option. Community wealth building helps to overcome that misguided assumption.

The most interesting critique of community wealth building actually relates to something else. How much difference can one local authority or one group of anchor institutions really make? An island of community wealth building in a sea of wealth extraction may not really change much. The approach was pioneered in Cleveland, Ohio, but after a decade of work there are only three successful cooperatives operating as a result.30 That feels like a long slog to equality.

But that undersells the idea. Community wealth building is not a panacea for all our economic and social ills, but does point the way to something bigger. Good jobs at living wages and locally owned businesses are the building blocks of a fairer national, and global, economy. While community wealth building may not fix the larger structural problems of our economy, it offers a way for local leaders to make a meaningful difference to the lives of people and – most importantly of all – in the process sows the seeds of a different way of organising our economy. By thinking about procurement in terms of social value rather than just price, we bring questions of wellbeing into discussions of public policy and undermine the dominance of GDP. Supporting local co-ops, social enterprises and SMEs promotes the concept of worker ownership and the idea that businesses should be rooted in the community, and undermines the assumption that only shareholders matter. Using the public sector to build a fairer economy reinvigorates local democracy and undermines centralisation and disempowerment. Community Wealth Building fosters a new economic mindset.

What’s even more exciting is that we have only just begun to discover what is possible. Preston has inspired a growing network of community wealth builders in towns and cities across the UK. Each version is different, responding and adapting to the specific local challenges and opportunities of its economy. Wirral Council is developing a community bank in order to give its citizens a democratic locally run alternative to the high street banks – just one example of the community banking movement spreading across the country.31 Islington Council in London has developed a community wealth building approach that focuses less on procurement within its area and more on supporting local cooperatives through affordable workspace programmes.32 Across the country communities are working together to create fairer local economies.

The next step is to think how the principles of community wealth building might be applied on a national scale, as both the Scottish and Welsh governments are already starting to do.33 Across the UK, the public sector spends a total of £292 billion on procurement every year – about a third of all public spending.34 Some have suggested the NHS could become ‘the mother of all anchor institutions’.35 Imagine if hospitals across the UK had an explicit duty to support their regional economies. Given the huge numbers of people employed by the NHS, the size of its pension funds and procurement budget, it could have an extraordinary impact. Indeed, the NHS recognised this power in its long-term plan published in 2019 and has committed to doing more to support local economies.36

Community wealth building shows, once again, that change can start today. Not everyone works for an anchor institution; fewer still determine their procurement or employment policies. Yet many of us have links to them – whether it’s the hospital we work at, the school we send our children to or the council we elect. Government action is of course vital to building a fairer economy, but we can also put pressure on organisations closer to home. As we strive to make the impossible possible and build a new settlement for the country, there is a tendency to dismiss such ideas as either too trivial to make a difference or too utopian to be achievable.37 We have to resist this defeatism. The story of Preston and its bus station teaches us something important. By using the tools at our disposal, by pursuing what is possible, we can not only make an immediate difference to people’s lives but also open a door to the possibility of more radical change.




CHAPTER 20

It Takes a Movement


Normal politics has failed us. It has brought the whole planet to the brink of ecological disaster.

Farhana Yamin1



I’ve known Farhana Yamin for more than a decade. An international environmental lawyer, she was at the COP climate change summit in Copenhagen in 2009, advising highly vulnerable small island states such as the Maldives. Farhana was a key figure both in Copenhagen and the Paris climate summit six years later, where she was supporting the Marshall Islands. Her work was instrumental in getting international agreement on a global goal of net zero emissions by 2050 and a global warming target limit of 1.5°Celsius. Farhana worked for countries who are too often overlooked, fighting for them in the diplomatic arena as the outsider’s insider.

Fast-forward ten years from Copenhagen, and Farhana was arrested outside Shell’s London headquarters. As Extinction Rebellion protesters gathered on a Tuesday in the middle of April 2019, Farhana slipped under a line of police tape blocking off the entrance and glued herself to the ground. It took a number of police officers twenty minutes to get her unstuck.2

Farhana was one of more than a thousand protesters arrested across London over two weeks that April, as activists blocked bridges, closed roads and even moored a pink boat in the centre of Oxford Circus.3 Her story echoes many of those in the climate movement. After decades spent talking about the science, writing policy reports and trying to change laws, she concluded that the speed of change was overwhelmingly out of sync with the scale of the problem. We’ve known about human-created climate change for decades; we’ve been holding international talks for decades – and still emissions have risen. Farhana and others decided a different kind of action was required. Extinction Rebellion grew out of a conviction that normal politics was failing.

Almost in parallel, a new generation of climate activists burst on to the scene. In August 2018 fifteen-year-old Greta Thunberg sat outside the Swedish parliament with a simple placard: SCHOOL STRIKE FOR CLIMATE. Within a few months, she had inspired thousands of similar school strikes all across the world, as students walked out of their classes in protest at the lack of climate action. The largest strike drew more than four million protestors – both schoolchildren and adults – across the world.4 In February 2019 I went with my son Daniel to the first organised pupil climate strike in the UK. Claire Perry, the Conservative climate change minister, applauded the children who took time off school to protest.5 Soon after, Greta Thunberg visited the House of Commons and Michael Gove declared her ‘the voice of our conscience’.6

Following the school strikes and Extinction Rebellion protests in April 2019, the UK, Scottish and Welsh parliaments passed motions declaring a climate emergency (‘telling the truth’ was one of Extinction Rebellion’s demands).7 A few weeks later, a UK-wide citizens’ assembly on climate was announced (another demand).8 The week after that, the UK became one of the first countries in the world to enshrine a net zero emissions target into law.9 All this did not go anywhere near far enough for the movement: Extinction Rebellion had called for a legally binding citizens’ assembly and a net zero target of 2025, much more ambitious than the 2050 target announced.10 But these developments were a sign that the political debate had shifted. Not only that, public opinion had been transformed. Although people were very divided about Extinction Rebellion’s tactics, 60 per cent said they supported their aims and just 20 per cent opposed them.11 In a poll in the middle of 2019 nearly twice as many people named the environment as one of the biggest issues facing the country as had done at the start of the year.12

This is the power of social movements: they can transform the political conversation, shifting the Overton window. I remember seeing a climate protestor asked in an interview whether 2025 was an unrealistic and utopian target for net zero. ‘Reach for the stars and you might get the sky,’ they replied. The protester was right. Whatever our view of Extinction Rebellion’s tactics, the climate movement as a whole succeeded in shifting the goal posts. Suddenly, net zero by 2050 – which looked like a radical move just a couple of years earlier – seemed modest, almost conservative.

Climate activists aren’t the only ones to have changed the conversation in recent years. Alicia Garza was in a bar with her friends on 13 July 2013 when she learned that George Zimmerman had been acquitted of the murder of Trayvon Martin, an unarmed Black teenager he had shot dead as the young man was walking back from a corner shop. Shocked and angry, Alicia pulled out her phone and posted a stream of updates to Facebook: ‘Black people. I love you. I love us. Our lives matter.’ ‘I continue to be surprised at how little Black lives matter.’ One simply read, ‘#blacklivesmatter’.13

This was the birth of Black Lives Matter, which over the last few years has sparked the biggest reckoning on racism for a generation. The protests that followed the killing of George Floyd by a police officer in Minneapolis in May 2020 are thought to be the largest mobilisation of any political movement in US history.14 These protests rippled across the globe. Hundreds of thousands of people took part in similar actions in towns and cities across the UK.15 In the months that followed, politicians and businesses the world over declared their support for Black Lives Matter. More than a thousand advertisers joined the biggest ad boycott in Facebook’s history in protest at its lack of action against racism and hate speech.16 Books on race, racism and the history of slavery topped the charts as people sought to educate themselves on racial injustice.17

Racism is a fundamentally different issue to the climate crisis, but Black Lives Matter also grew out of a frustration with the failure of politics as usual. Six decades since the Civil Rights movement was born, Black people are still three times more likely to be killed by police officers in the US than white people.18 More than two decades since the Macpherson report that followed the murder of Stephen Lawrence found the Metropolitan Police to be institutionally racist, Black people are nearly ten times as likely to be stopped and searched as white people in Britain.19 Politicians on both sides of the Atlantic have been far too slow to address these injustices. It’s still too early to know how far Black Lives Matter has changed this, but the shift in mood cannot be disputed. More than three quarters of people in the US now think racial discrimination is a big problem, up from just half of people five years ago.20

There is still a big partisan divide on the issue in the US, but the political conversation has clearly changed. I remember being in the US in 2016 and hearing scepticism about Black Lives Matter even on the Democratic side. A former Democratic politician told me the problem with the movement was that it didn’t have clear demands. During a rally in the 2016 presidential campaign Bernie Sanders responded to being interrupted by Black Lives Matter activists by saying, ‘Black lives matter, white lives matter, Hispanic lives matter.’ Hillary Clinton similarly declared, ‘All lives matter.’21 Both were criticised for failing to recognise the specific oppression – and the specific threat to their lives – that Black people face.

Few politicians would respond in the same way today. In the wake of the Black Lives Matter protests of 2020 every Democratic politician in Mississippi, along with some Republicans, voted to alter the state flag to omit the saltire associated with the slavery-supporting Confederate side in the American Civil War. Mississippi’s Republican governor signed the change into law.22 During Joe Biden’s presidential inaugural address he cited systemic racism as one of the ‘cascading crises’ that his administration would address.23 Black Lives Matter has forced politicians to wake up. It has pushed racial injustice up the political agenda.

This returns me to the most important conclusion of Part IV, and indeed the whole book: politics is too important to be left to the politicians. If we really want to make the impossible possible and build a better world, then simply waiting to vote in the right government is nowhere near enough. This chapter is about the importance of social movements which bring together large groups of people to push for change. We’ve seen social movements again and again throughout the book: the Icelandic women strikers demanding gender equality (Chapter 4), nineteenth-century trade unionists fighting for a shorter working week (Chapter 8), Stop de Kindermoord campaigning for safer roads for Duch children (Chapter 10), the climate activists in Senator Feinstein’s office (Chapter 12), and the Fight for $15 (Chapter 17) and fossil fuel divestment campaigns (Chapter 18) earlier in Part IV. In all of these cases and more, movements have mobilised people – whether through demonstration, boycotts, signing petitions or a whole host of other tactics – in order to put pressure on those in power to change course. After all, those in power ultimately rely on public consent.

It is true that politicians, including me, can find social movements uncomfortable, frustrating, utopian and sometimes just plain wrong. But they can also help politicians pushing for change who are struggling to make it happen. While I was climate change secretary there was a campaign to end the construction of coal-fired power stations, and I was invited to a ‘green carpet’ launch of a film called The Age of Stupid about the climate crisis starring the late Pete Postlethwaite. I had agreed to an onstage discussion after the film, and during it Pete ambushed me. He said he would give back his OBE if I let a new coal-fired station in Kent called Kingsnorth go ahead. I was fighting internal battles in government to try and shift policy, so I couldn’t just say, ‘OK, Pete.’ I was definitely put on the spot. But actually I’m glad he did it. The campaign helped to change policy, and today new coal-fired power stations in the UK are unthinkable.

I said in the introduction to this part of the book that change can happen on three different levels: groups can seek to shift individual policies, the structure of power or the political conversation. It is on the third level of change that movements really come into their own. Veteran climate activist Bill McKibben, mentioned in Chapter 18, argues that social movements can be a ‘bulldozer for reshaping the zeitgeist’.24 While changing laws and the structure of power can help along the way, movements often focus on trying to shift the national conversation. This can be by demonstrating the scale of existing public support for an issue and so pushing it up the political agenda or, more ambitiously, by changing public opinion itself. By shifting the conversation, movements expand our idea of what change is possible. Indeed, the moral urgency with which movements call out injustices or political failures often makes the case that change has to be possible because the current situation is intolerable. Social movements mould the terrain on which ‘normal politics’ takes place.

That’s true of campaigns for equality in the UK throughout history. Perhaps you have heard of Rosa Parks’ refusal in 1955 to give up her seat on a bus in the US state of Alabama, leading to the Montgomery bus boycott and eventually the end of segregation on US buses, but you may not have heard of youth worker Paul Stephenson, who in 1963 led the Bristol bus boycott, protesting at the refusal of the Bristol Omnibus Company to employ Black or Asian drivers. The boycott lasted four months, drawing support from local residents as well as national and international attention. Eventually, on 28 August 1963, coincidentally the same day that Martin Luther King delivered his ‘I Have a Dream’ speech in Washington, the general manager of the Bristol Omnibus Company announced there would be no more racial discrimination in its employment practices. In 1965 the UK government passed the Race Relations Act outlawing ‘racial discrimination in public places’; some have cited Stephenson’s campaign as critical to the passing of the legislation.25

In 1989, Stonewall, now the leading LGBT charity in the UK, was formed to campaign against a pernicious law known as Section 28, which banned schools from ‘teaching … the acceptability of homosexuality’.26 This was part of the Local Government Act of 1988 introduced by Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government. The age of consent for same-sex couples at that time was twenty-one and equal marriage rights far from the mainstream political agenda. By helping to change social attitudes, the movement of which Stonewall was a part and the activism of brave individuals ultimately forced politicians to act. That movement has led to a panoply of legislative changes: the equal age of consent and equal marriage, repealing the ban on military service, protection from discrimination at work and in the provision of services, laws against hate speech and crimes, the right of same-sex couples to adopt. With each change, more became possible.

This is not to say that every movement brings about big change. For every campaign that has changed the political tide, there are others that have not. One example that sceptics often point to is Occupy, the 2011 protests against inequality and corporate power held outside St Paul’s in London, on Wall Street in New York and in other cities around the world. Occupy London had nine demands including ‘an end to global tax injustice’, ‘authentic global equality’ and ‘a positive, sustainable economic system’.27 The movement quickly petered out, and these goals clearly haven’t been achieved. You could argue that Occupy helped push the issue of inequality up the political agenda – its slogan ‘We Are the 99 per cent’ has become mainstream – but its legacy is mixed at best.

So how do movements achieve political change? In This Is an Uprising social movements experts Mark and Paul Engler, while arguing that Occupy had some impact, say that it did not have ‘a shared theory of how they would leverage change’, meaning it was ‘not well equipped to last beyond a brief cycle of revolt’.28 In contrast, we’ve seen throughout this book that the most successful social movements have a theory of change. In other words, they have a reasonably well formed idea of what their goals are, the mechanisms by which their actions can help to achieve them and, crucially, how to persuade others to join them in taking action.

While community organising uses small-scale wins to build long-term power, movements often pursue large, transformational goals through short-term bursts of high-profile activity. This turns the community organising theory of change on its head. If organising thrives on incremental progress, mass mobilisation thrives on disrupting the status quo. Martin Luther King argued that this kind of action ‘seeks so to dramatize the issue that it can no longer be ignored’.29 Think of a demonstration. The aim is to get as many people on the streets at the same time as possible so that it is covered in the news, talked about on social media and noticed by politicians. When Extinction Rebellion protestors blocked roads and glued themselves to the ground, their goal was to disrupt in order to be noticed.

This kind of mobilisation requires lots of people, which are the vital resource that social movements have. Does that mean the way to bring about change is simply to get as many supporters of your cause as you can in one place? If only it was that straightforward. An influential study published in 2011 of 300 social movements across the world during the twentieth century found that every movement that mobilised more than 3.5 per cent of its country’s population achieved its goals.30 On this basis, some of Extinction Rebellion’s organisers stated their aim was to get 3.5 per cent of Britain’s population out onto the streets, which would have been about two million people. They did not succeed.31 The appeal of the 3.5 per cent rule is that it provides something clear to aim for, but while numbers are important, they aren’t enough. By some estimates around two million people joined the protests against the Iraq War in 2003, but we know that they did not succeed in getting the government to change course.32 Numbers are a necessary but not sufficient ingredient for success.

Breadth of support also matters. In This Is an Uprising the Englers argue that any regime, policy or idea needs ‘pillars of support’. These are different sections of society – the media, popular culture, religious organisations, academics, business – whose implicit approval is necessary for the status quo to have legitimacy.33 So by building support across the range of society, movements can undermine the pillars that hold up the status quo to the point where it will collapse. The success of the divestment movement that we saw in Chapter 18 has been to build a broad coalition across religious groups, universities, city governments and philanthropic institutions to remove the support for continuing to extract fossil fuels.

By definition, building broad support requires activists to reach out beyond their comfort zones. As Alicia Garza, co-founder of Black Lives Matter, says, ‘The longer I’m in the practice of building a movement, the more I realize that movement building isn’t about finding your tribe – it’s about growing your tribe across difference to focus on a common set of goals.’34 Extinction Rebellion knew their actions would alienate some people, but to attract as broad a spectrum of support as possible they attempted to explain what they were doing by handing out leaflets to passers-by, for example, and after their first protest made an effort to clear up the mess. Perhaps that is one of the reasons why there was initially more public sympathy for them than might have been expected. For the same reason, the ill-judged attempt by a group of Extinction Rebellion protestors to obstruct a commuter train in east London and a protest at the cenotaph on 11 November understandably lost them public sympathy and set the movement back.35

I’ve said that movements often use mass mobilisation rather than small-scale organising to build support and momentum, but that’s not the full story. To illustrate why, let’s turn to an organisation which you probably won’t think of with warmth. The National Rifle Association (NRA) is a body which campaigns for ‘the right to bear arms’ in the US, a right which they claim is guaranteed by the Second Amendment to the Constitution. When academic Hahrie Han, who grew up in Texas, began studying social movements she wondered why so many of the people she’d known at school ended up joining the NRA.36 Despite appalling tragedy after tragedy, including mass shootings of children in both primary and secondary schools, the US appears no closer to implementing gun control measures. This is largely because of the successful campaigning of the NRA.

It is true that the NRA has deep pockets. These provide campaign funding for members of Congress who oppose even the most basic gun control legislation. But that’s only part of the picture. Gun control advocates on the other side of the debate, such as former New York mayor Michael Bloomberg, also have deep pockets. They have also mobilised millions of people to take to the streets calling for change, so they’re not lacking in numbers either.37 Hahrie Han came to the realisation that all this misses the point. Movements cannot rely on mobilising alone; they also need to develop a base of engaged supporters who will stay involved over the long term. A single mobilisation is rarely enough to win, so movements need their supporters to turn up again and again.

Hahrie Han’s friends at school hadn’t always been die-hard gun advocates; they just wanted insurance for their guns and a range to shoot them in. The NRA offered both. The ability of the NRA to convert passive gun owners into an organised base of committed supporters is what has made it such a powerful group. New members form friendships with others in the association, build up a sense of community, and for some being a gun owner and NRA member becomes part of their identity. Eventually, members are persuaded to take more overt political action. The NRA is able to cultivate relationships with Republican politicians based on being able to deliver the support of a highly engaged movement, converting its base of supporters into political influence over the Republican Party.38 Han doesn’t argue that the groups on the other side of the debate lack committed supporters, but believes they are more focused on identifying people who agree with them and are already motivated to take action. Gun control groups are typically good at collecting the contact details of supporters and reminding them to go to protests, for example, but less good at converting people who are not already engaged in the issue into committed advocates for the cause.

Organising is often the foundation of a social movement. Alicia Garza and her fellow Black Lives Matter founders started out as activists in the community organising tradition, and this is no coincidence. The Black Lives Matter demonstrations that took place in Ferguson, Missouri in 2014 – among the first protests of the movement – grew out of the work of local community organising groups. The demonstrations didn’t just happen spontaneously; they were the result of painstakingly going door to door, building relationships and persuading local residents to turn out for the cause.39 This shouldn’t surprise us. As we saw in Chapter 16, organising is about moving people to take action on the things that affect their lives. These can be individual issues in a community or larger problems which require fundamental changes in how society is run.

So the most successful movements build relationships and use these to transform potential supporters into engaged activists. This makes social media both a blessing and a curse for them. Digital tools make it easier to mobilise people for one-off action, but often at the expense of building those deep relationships. It took Civil Rights leaders more than a decade to organise the famous March on Washington in 1963. Today, thanks to social media, large protests are sometimes organised in a matter of days with hardly any coordination.40 As a result, one study suggests that while this kind of action has become more common it is also less effective.41 Organisers can spread the word with ease, but with so much less being invested by those involved there is less likelihood of being able to mobilise the same group again and sustain the movement over the long term. Alicia Garza puts it bluntly: ‘I’ve been asked many times over the years what an ordinary person can do to build a movement from a hashtag. Though I know the question generally comes from an earnest place, I still cringe every time I am asked it. You cannot start a movement from a hashtag. Hashtags do not start movements – people do …. Only organising sustains movements.’42

To return to the question I started the whole book with: what have we learned about how to make the impossible possible? In this section we’ve seen both that incrementalism can be the route to profound change further down the line and that sometimes demands for transforming society can result in rapid shifts in the political debate. More fundamentally, we’ve seen that the distinction between the two can be overblown, and successful campaigns often involve an element of both. Black Lives Matter has offered a searing critique of racial injustice, without limiting its ambitions to what seems achievable. And yet that movement might never have come about had it not been for the experience of people such as Alicia Garza and the methods of community organising, the painstaking work of making change happen on the ground. Conversely, as we saw in Chapter 16, Citizens UK is rooted in the principles of community organising, and yet look how they’ve shifted the terms of debate around the living wage.

Change is often more possible than it might appear – and we can’t just leave it to others. Take inspiration from the stories you have heard and the changes that have happened. Local campaigns, like those pioneered by the community organising movement and the work of Preston Council, national movements like the Fight for $15, global movements like Black Lives Matter and the divestment campaign: all have shown (in different ways) that they can change laws, change the structures of power and change the conversation and therefore what is possible.

Next time you feel angry about an injustice in our society, don’t wait for someone else to fix the problem; start thinking about what you can do and who else you can work with. You might begin with a local campaign. Go door to door in your neighbourhood. Organise others in your workplace. Move your pension fund. Put pressure on your school, university or employer to act. Turn up to a demonstration – or even hold your own. Actions like these have been the roots of profound change throughout history. There is nothing so powerful as people joining with each other to form a movement for change. As the founder of community organising Saul Alinsky put it fifty years ago, ‘Together we may find some of what we’re looking for – laughter, beauty, love and the chance to create.’43




Conclusion

There are moments in history that demand we think big. Big change is hard. It requires ideas, arguments, movements to make it happen. But as we look around us, do we really think we can get away with anything less? We face a decades-long crisis of inequality and insecurity, a fractured society and alarming levels of distrust with our democracy. The coronavirus crisis has starkly exposed the deep inequalities and injustices of our country. Meanwhile, the spectre of the climate emergency looms and demands we reimagine an economy that has run for centuries on fossil fuels.

We must meet the moment by raising the scale of our ambitions for what politics can achieve. There is a new settlement to be built. As we recover from coronavirus, it is the least the British people have a right to expect. We will not achieve this new settlement unless a different guiding spirit animates the way we run our country. As I noted in the Introduction, the crises we face have not come about by accident. If we continue to judge our society by the success of those at the top and continue to believe that the market is our master rather than our servant, we will carry on as we are. We need to recognise a different set of values if we are to tackle the challenges we face.

This book has sketched out what a new order of things could look like. In place of the belief that wealth will trickle down from the top to everyone else, we need a new social contract with greater equality in which everyone has a stake. Rather than believing that market forces produce fair outcomes, we need to put markets in their place so we protect what we value. And we need to underpin these changes with a democratic renewal through which we can give people genuine control over their lives.

The ideas I’ve discussed are only a start. While important, they are ultimately less significant than how we think. Agree or disagree with different proposals, but let us not lower our ambitions. We need solutions equal to the scale of the injustices we face. Never think that the challenges we confront are too big to be tackled. For too long we have accepted that some things are inevitable, that they can’t change, but collectively we created the institutions that we have and collectively we can remake them. Above all, this book has sought to put the case for our collective agency, for our ability, together, to right the world.

Think of the people in this book: Franklin Roosevelt and his New Deal, the Icelandic women strikers, Paul Stephenson and the Bristol bus boycott. All of them looked at the way the world was and said they were not going to accept it. Despite the odds, the obstacles, the forces of inertia, they were going to make the case for change. And then think of the other countries and places we have looked at where change has come about: from the Alaska dividend to the Swedish childcare system to Finnish work flexibility to Austrian votes at sixteen to New Zealand labour rights. People there looked at the way things were and said they could be different.

Let’s not pretend it is easy. It isn’t. It is far lonelier to make the case for things to be different than to argue they should stay the same. Far easier to accept the status quo. As Niccolò Macchiavelli wrote hundreds of years ago, ‘There is nothing more difficult to take in hand, more perilous to conduct, or more uncertain in its success, than to take the lead in the introduction of a new order of things. For the reformer has enemies in all those who profit by the old order, and only lukewarm defenders in all those who would profit by the new order.’

So what can drive us forward? In every walk of life there are people who want something better: pupil climate strikers, B Corps businesspeople, public servants like Pat Hagan, Fight for $15 campaigners, changemakers in Preston. I could tell you many other stories of decent people striving for change, and I am sure you could tell me even more. Look around and you will feel less isolated. Inertia and opposition are overcome through the strength of people coming together. There is nothing as powerful as ordinary people making the case for change. That is indeed the lesson of history.

And what is remarkable is that when change does finally happen, what seemed impossible becomes the norm. For all the obstacles we face, the actual limits to what is possible are set only by our imagination. The NHS was a distant dream a hundred years ago; today it is our most treasured national institution. LGBT rights were unthinkable three decades ago; now they are widely embraced. The national minimum wage was bitterly opposed more than two decades ago; now it is hard to find anyone against it.

I think there is a reason for this. When change speaks to fundamental values of decency and justice, whatever the barriers in its way, it has a chance of success. I have a positive view of human nature. We do care about each other, we do have a deep well of empathy; it is the way our institutions are currently configured that holds us back. The collective response of the last year and more during the pandemic is the ultimate demonstration of what has been called ‘the better angels of our nature’ and how badly our institutions reflect the best of us. We have come together and looked after each other in all kinds of ways, in every walk of life and every part of our country. Let’s now rebuild our country in that spirit.

One last thing. As I write these words, the face of a dear friend, Leo Panitch, dances in front of my eyes. Leo died of Covid at Christmas 2020. For the quarter of a century after the death of my dad, he did a lot to fill the void. It is a terrible loss. Leo and I would often argue about politics, but he used to say something that I believe is important. He would say the struggle that is worth engaging in always extends beyond one’s lifetime.

Anyone who fights for progress and justice stands in the footsteps of those who have gone before and prepares the trail for those who come after. This is a struggle that can progress but which will never end. That isn’t pessimism but optimism. We take the baton and we pass it on.

There is so much to fight for in the here and now. What happens in the next decade or two will have long-standing consequences. There are good people everywhere who believe in something better for our societies. You are not alone. We are not alone. If we join together we will succeed.
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