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with us long after the fuel crisis has replaced the motor-car by
the bicycle and the horse.
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N.H.S. Economies
The full implications of Mr. Barber's anti Christmas present-
his £1,200 m. cut in the planned programme of public
expenditure in the United Kingdom-are not yet clear, but
they will certainly be unpleasant for those running and using
the N.H.S. The situation is depressingly familiar. Once again
the country's hopes of a period of sustained economic growth
have collapsed; and once more plans based on over-optimistic
assumptions have had to be modified. Because they are under
Treasury control the public services are invariably the first
targets in these circumstances. The scale of the cuts is due
partly to the severity of the threatening economic crisis and
partly to the Government's policy decision to concentrate
retrenchment on public rather than private spending.

In this general financial massacre how has the National
Health Service fared? Overall £ 111 m. has been taken off the
planned budget of £3,378 m. for the health and personal
social services.' This represents a cut of 3.30%, as against
reductions of 4.3%-for education, 5.20/ for defence, and 13°,
for roads and transport. So the health and personal social
services are by no means the worst sufferers: in effect their
planned expenditure in the coming financial year, instead -of
rising, will be held back to the present level. Figures like these
do not give an accurate picture of the likely or possible impact,
however. By far the biggest item in the health and personal
social services budget is salaries and wages, and these will not
be touched by the cuts-even though they may be affected by
other factors, like incomes policy. Consequently the economies
are being concentrated on the capital building programme (,£69
m.) and on supplies and services (£42 m.). This means firstly,
that a number of building projects-hospitals, health centres
and homes for the elderly or others-will not be started in
1974-5; and, secondly, that since medicines, dressings, and
food for patients are to be exempt there will have to be niggling
economies all round on such items as maintenance, transport,
and decoration.

In apportioning the cuts the Government has maintained
its policy of giving priority to the development of the personal
social services. The capital budget of these services has been
cut by only 140% (£11 im.), as against a 210% (,£58 m.) reduction
in the health service allocation. This is very much in line with
recent trends. Between 1968-9 and 1973-4 capital expenditure,
in constant terms after making allowances for inflation, has

gone up by 41% for hospitals, 95% for personal social services,
and 104% for local authority health services. The emphasis on
local authority services can be justified on the grounds that
they relieve the pressure on the N.H.S., apart from being
intrinsically desirable. But it is by no means clear that the
Department of Health is in a position to make sure that extra
resources are, in fact, used to this end; indeed, one reason for
the faster expansion of the local authority sector may be
precisely that the Department cannot control council spending
as tightly as it can the N.H.S. budget.
Two points need stressing if the cuts are to be seen in

perspective. They have taken place-as the recent trends in
expenditure show-against a background of steadily rising
spending in real terms. This does not make the cuts any the
less distressing, since the N.H.S. is only now getting used to
having some capital to spend on new buildings after two
decades of watching other services, like education, getting
priority. Rising expectations inevitably mean that setbacks are
felt more bitterly. But it does mean that the reductions should
be seen as postponing hopes of improving standards, rather
than as implying an actual reduction in present standards. The
other perhaps more important point is that these hopes of
improving standards may to some degree have been illusory
anyway. They rested on the Government's published spending
plans. But these plans tend to be unreliable, as well as vulner-
able; for building programmes depend on the availability of
manpower and other resources. If these are not available, then
hospitals and health centres will not be built-whatever
official policy may be.

Last year the all-party Expenditure Committee of the House
ofCommons reported2 scathingly on the gap between spending
aspirations and expenditure realities. In 1972-3 the Govern-
ment had under-spent by [600 m. and much the same
pattern could be expected in 1973-4 because of "severe
shortages of labour and materials"-a prediction borne out by
the expenditure White Paper. The committee's report
concluded that "it is only possible to be precise about the
impact of policy changes if it is known accurately what would
happen if they had not been made. The evidence we have
taken suggests that present techniques do not provide this
information."

It may be little comfort to those wondering about the effects
ofthe cuts on the N.H.S. to know that the Treasury is probably
almost as much in the dark as they are. But to the extent that
the cuts are a symbolic gesture-designed to impress on the
world the Government's determination to deal with an econo-
mic crisis-so their impact could turn out to be rather less
than the drama of their presentation might suggest. Equally it
is worth renmembering that spending policies tend to change
rapidly in line with alterations in economic circumstances. In
1970 the Conservatives, soon after coming into office, announ-
ced3 sweeping expenditure cuts. Just over a year later, faced
with the need to give a stimulant to the economy, they announ-
ced' equally sweeping increases. Such policy changes can
make surprisingly little difference to underlying long-term
trends in public spending, but they cause an altogether
disproportionate amount of disturbance and anxiety to those
responsible for actually running complex services like the
N.H.S.
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