
Parties may lead to his downfall, but is this the worst of what Johnson
has done?
The parties raise a much bigger issue of accountability and poor pandemic response, argue these
authors
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Sometimes it’s the smaller things that end people’s
careers: Al Capone, who evaded punishment for his
years as a mob boss, was put behind bars for tax
evasion. With Boris Johnson, UK prime minister, it
won’t behis role inBrexit and the subsequentdamage
it caused to the UK’s finances and global status. Nor
will it be his mishandling of the pandemic, leaving
a country which has a world leading health system
and research capacity, and which is ranked second
of 195 nations for pandemic preparedness, with one
of the highest mortality rates from covid-19 in the
world.1 It appears that what will bring him down are
the pictures that contrast him and his staff drinking
wine in the garden of 10 Downing Street with the
Queen sitting alone at her husband’s funeral.

While we can all agree that holding a party in the
midst of a pandemic undermines the public trust that
underpins support for public health measures, is this
the worst of what Boris Johnson has done?

If someonehad visitedBritain fromMars in 2016 they
could easily have concluded that the EU referendum
was all about health. They would have seen a bus
painted with the message that a vote for Britain to
leave the European Union would give an extra £350
million every week to the NHS. Now, of course, we
know that Brexit has instead harmed the NHS. The
supply of EU health workers on which the NHS has
long depended has reduced markedly; major
shortages of medicines and medical technology
following a large drop in imports from the EU were
only avoided by huge efforts by those involved, with
more problems looming.2 -4 And the damage to the
economy of leaving the EU will reduce the scope to
address the weaknesses in society that left so many
people susceptible to the direct and indirect effects
of the pandemic.5 Looking ahead, the British
government’s failure to implement what it agreed on
Ireland threatens hard won peace and stability that
has built up over three decades. But it will not be
these problems that lead to Johnson’s downfall.

Nor will it be his performance during the pandemic.
In fairness, he can hardly be blamed for decisions
made when the pandemic began, given that he was
largely absent, missing a series of crisis response
meetings.6 Yet, he will be remembered for presiding
over a covid-19 response that offered a poorly
implemented test and trace system, and processes
that seemed to be about providing opportunities for
private companies with no track record of working
with the NHS to make profits from supplying
sub-standardprotective equipment, testing kits, and
much else.7 The sole criterion for contracts seemed

to be having privileged access to VIP lanes that led
directly to officials.8 The cost was paid by those on
the frontline of health and social care and other
public facing roles who were denied effective
protection, people who were disproportionately
drawn from poorer communities and from Black,
Asian, or ethnic minority groups.

The consequences of Johnson’s government’s
decisions have contributed substantially to a covid
related death toll of over 175 000 people. This places
the UK among the worst performing countries
globally.9 And the impact on the economy is just as
bad. Johnson’s attempt to protect the economy has
achieved theworst of bothworlds,with theUKhaving
the largest contractionofGDPamong theG7 countries
during the pandemic.10

And yet these failings have not been of such concern
to MPs as they decide whether to submit letters of
no-confidence in him. Instead, the straw that has
broken the camel’s back has been whether or not
Johnson went to a party in Downing Street in May
2020, whether the party was a party or a work event,
and whether he lied to parliament to that effect. This
at a time when gatherings of over six people were
restricted.

This focus on a technicality has come from the same
government who have, at many points over the past
two years, appealed to the public to apply “common
sense” to the spirit of social distancing
requirements.11 Johnsonargues that “no-onehad told
him that the party wasn’t allowed to go ahead” but
it’s hard not to feel that he should have known that
a gathering wouldn’t be in the spirit of things.12

Yet, we are hung up on technicalities rather than
analysing the bigger picture of what a decade of
Conservative leadershiphasdone to theUK’s covid-19
response.

Austerity is widely shown to have been disastrous
for public health, leading to a slashing of public
health budgets, and knock on effects on the health
system.13 This left the NHS teetering on collapse as
thepandemic struck.Moreover, it is thehealth impact
of austerity that increased risk factors for poorer
outcomes with covid-19.13 14

Moreover, a failure to pay health and social care
workers fairly, and attributing real value to their
expertise and care, has resulted in fewerworkers than
we need during the covid pandemic. This crisis in the
workforce has been amplified by those who are off
work with a combination of covid-19 and stress or
exhaustion from working during a pandemic, and
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further compoundedbyBrexit’s limitations on recruitinghealthcare
workers—notably nurses—from the EU.

On top of this, the desire for the Conservative government to be a
haven for biotech development, has contributed to the UK
government’s decision to favour maintaining pharmaceutical
patents, rather than encouraging vaccine production elsewhere in
the world through a waiver of intellectual property rights at the
World Trade Organisation.15 This has meant that global vaccination
is lagging, not only putting healthcare workers at risk globally, but
facilitatinggreater spreadofdisease through insufficient vaccination
coverage which increases the risk of new variants emerging.

One could argue that the worst is yet to come. The pandemic has,
undeniably, provided a cover for the most significant dismantling
of state that the country has experienced in recent years. While the
media debated the definition of “parties,” policies that are
detrimental to health have been pushed through Parliament. The
disruption of another reorganisation of the NHS; the legacy of
procurement scandals costingbillions; policies limiting the capacity
of protest against defunding the NHS; exclusionary immigration
policies; the list goes on and on.16 -18 Our obsession with the
behaviour of a single man masks a wider system of change that will
be hugely detrimental to the future of this country. We should be
wise to theways inwhich thenarrative of crisis creates opportunities
for abuses of the system.19 This will not end with Johnson; whoever
replaceshimwill likely continue to create a falsedichotomybetween
health and the economy;makepublic health aplatform for division;
and ignore the responsibility of government to protect and support
all people within their borders.20 21

But these events raise a much bigger issue of accountability. Many,
and in particular families bereaved by covid-19, have been
clamouring for an inquiry into what went wrong in the pandemic.
It will happen, but we may have to wait years for its findings. For
now, all we can hope for is some insight into a very small part of
that response: whether the prime minister knew about a party in
his own garden. This should be well down the list of priorities. But
in the end, it is the answer to that question that seems likely to
decide the fate of an entire government.
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