
A return to austerity is not inevitable, it is a political choice
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With the autumn budget announced today and the
Conservative government once again signalling a
return to austerity, it is timely to be reminded of two
key points. Firstly, austerity is a political choice. It is
not an inevitable or necessary burden that a country
must bear, nor are the finances of a nation equal to
that of a household. There is no “maxedout” national
credit card, despite the ease that these kinds of
metaphors provide for politicians when advancing
their ideology.1 The UK government could choose
instead to tax the wealthy more and put a higher
proportion of gross domestic product (GDP) into
public sector services, as almost all other European
countries already do.2 * Reducing the threshold at
which people begin to pay the top 45% income tax
rate from £150 000 to £125 140 was tokenistic and not
effective redistribution.

Secondly, austerity is very bad for health. Thenations
of theUKhave been left behindwhen comparedwith
other similar countries in terms of population health,
even before the covid-19 pandemic began. What was
different about the UK between 2012 and 2019 was
how deep austerity was and how high excess deaths
were.3 Most areas of public spending, other than
defence, will now see real term cuts in the coming
years.

International organisations, including the United
Nations (UN), the Bank of England, and the
International Monetary Fund (IMF), have warned the
UK of the negative impacts of a return to austerity.4 5

It is extraordinary that Olivier de Schutter, the UN’s
poverty envoy, warned the UK’s new prime minister,
Rishi Sunak, that re-imposing austerity could “violate
the UK’s international human rights obligations and
increase hunger and malnutrition.”4 This does not
appear to have been acknowledged by the
government, nor has it raised the alarm that it should
have done. These warnings are entirely consistent
with comments in 2018 from Philip Alston, the
previous UN envoy, that the “callous” austerity
policies caused poverty in the UK, and they were a
political choice which inflicted “great misery.”6 The
then prime minister, Theresa May, “completely
disagreed.”

In the area of health, austerity has undeniably
inflicted great misery. Health in the UK has been
suffering since the previous round of cuts
administeredunder the coalitiongovernment of 2010.
Life expectancy improvements not only stalled, but
ceased completely for some, and now life expectancy
has decreased for poorer groups and in poorer areas.
Historically, sustained decreases in life expectancy
improvements had not occurred in the absence of
wide scale events such as pandemics, war, or natural
disasters. Another marker of population health, the
infant mortality rate, has also been increasing at
times, and—when it didn’t rise—hardly improved,

with child mortality in the UK now among the worst
in western Europe.

These changes are shocking andunprecedented. Yet,
they are rarely reported or discussed in the media.
Hardly any national newspapers in the UK reported
the rise in maternal mortality in the UK in November
2022 that was primarily due to a rise in suicides
amongmothers to be andmothers shortly after giving
birth.7 8 One local newspaper wrote: “This is
horrifying, the government has committed to
reducing maternal deaths, but laid bare these
statistics show that not only are deaths rising but that
the quality of care isn’t improving.”9 The UK now has
the highest maternal mortality rate when compared
with seven western European countries.1 10 We have
become so used to reports of the situation worsening
that there is a danger we become complacent and
resigned to this avoidable fate. Those who can are
increasingly turning to private healthcare and
hospitals.

The covid-19 pandemic was such an unprecedented
event that it would be expected, and did, cause falls
in life expectancy in all but a couple of dozen
countries worldwide.11 The full impact is not yet
known, but it is already clear that the UK is an outlier
in its recovery, or lack thereof. Recent analyses have
found thatBritonshave theworst access tohealthcare
in Europe, “soaring” rates of chronic illness,12 and a
diminishing work force.13 The cost of living crisis
coupled with very high NHS staff shortages is
worsening the situation further.

Manypeople froma range of backgroundshave been
writing and warning about austerity since it was
imposedafter the 2008 financial crash. Fourteenyears
on, the evidence is indisputable of the harms caused.
Yet, as a nation, once again we seem to accept it as
a necessity. It is not. It is a choice, and a choice we
should resist. Even if the state pension and other
benefits are increased by inflation, they will remain
among the most miserly in all of Europe. They need
to increase by more than inflation, as does the pay
of nurses in the NHS. Higher paid workers in both
the state and private sector should pay more
tax—workers on similar wages across the rest of
Europe already do. A wealth tax is needed on the
richest if we are going to turn the tide. Spain has
recently introduced a second solidarity tax on its 23
000 wealthiest citizens.14 The UK is home to far more
very rich people than Spain. There is a choice being
made over who will suffer the most. But it seems that
neither of Britain’s two main political parties are yet
seriously considering the alternative that is needed.

*The IMF estimates that in 2023 France and Belgium will spend 55% of their
GDP on public services, followed in descending order by Finland, Greece, Austria,
Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Germany, Spain, and finally both Portugal and the
Netherlands at 45%, with the UK at only 41%. The 17 November 2022 budget
confirmed that the public spending position of the UK would probably worsen,
and public debt interest payments rise.

1the bmj | BMJ 2022;379:o2784 | doi: 10.1136/bmj.o2784

OPINION

School of Geography and the
Environment, University of Oxford, UK

Cite this as: BMJ 2022;379:o2784

http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmj.o2784

Published: 17 November 2022

 on 18 A
pril 2024 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://w

w
w

.bm
j.com

/
B

M
J: first published as 10.1136/bm

j.o2784 on 17 N
ovem

ber 2022. D
ow

nloaded from
 

https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1136/bmj.o2784&domain=pdf&date_stamp=17-11-2022
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmj.o2784
http://www.bmj.com/


Competing interests: none declared

Provenance and peer review: not commissioned, not externally peer reviewed.

1 Sodha S. Don’t be taken in by that £50bn ‘fiscal black hole’. It’s just a dodgy Tory metaphor. The
Observer 2022 Nov 13 https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/nov/13/dont-be-
taken-in-by-50bn-fiscal-hole-dodgy-tory-metaphor

2 Public spending in the UK, and elsewhere in Europe, 1980-2026—Danny Dorling.
https://www.dannydorling.org/?p=8353.

3 Walsh D, Dundas R, McCartney G, Gibson M, Seaman R. Bearing the burden of austerity: how
do changingmortality rates in the UK compare betweenmen andwomen?J Epidemiol Community
Health 2022;76:-33. doi: 10.1136/jech-2022-219645 pmid: 36195463

4 Booth R. UN poverty envoy tells Britain this is ‘worst time’ for more austerity. The Guardian 2022
Nov 2. https://www.theguardian.com/society/2022/nov/02/un-poverty-envoy-tells-britain-this-
is-worst-time-for-more-austerity?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other.

5 Conway E. Spending cuts made necessary by mini-budget ‘could finish NHS’, former Bank of
England deputy governor Sir Charlie Bean says. Sky News 2022 Sep 27.
https://news.sky.com/story/spending-cuts-made-necessary-by-mini-budget-could-finish-nhs-
former-bank-of-england-deputy-governor-sir-charlie-bean-says-12706584.

6 Booth R, Butler P. UK austerity has inflicted ‘great misery’ on citizens, UN says. The Guardian
2018Nov 16. https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/nov/16/uk-austerity-has-inflicted-great-
misery-on-citizens-un-says

7 Iacobucci G. UK and Ireland see sharp rise in maternal deaths. BMJ 2022;379:.
doi: 10.1136/bmj.o2732 pmid: 36368712

8 Devlin H. Maternal mortality rises by nearly 20% in UK, report finds. The Guardian 2022 Nov 10.
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2022/nov/10/sharp-rise-in-number-of-women-in-uk-dying-
in-pregnancy-or-shortly-after

9 George R. Evesham charity horrified over shocking rise in deaths. Evesham Observer 2022 Nov
11. https://eveshamobserver.co.uk/news/evesham-charity-horrified-over-shocking-rise-in-deaths/.

10 Gregory A. UK has second highest maternal death rate in eight-country European study. The
Guardian 2022 Nov 16. https://www.theguardian.com/society/2022/nov/16/uk-has-second-
highest-maternal-death-rate-in-eight-country-european-study#:~:text=Moth-
ers%20in%20the%20UK%20are,an%20international%20analysis%20of%20data.

11 United Nations. Department of Economic and Social Affairs Population Division. World Population
Prospects 2022. https://population.un.org/wpp/.

12 Burn-Murdoch J. Britons now have the worst access to healthcare in Europe, and it shows.
Financial Times 2022 Nov 4. https://www.ft.com/content/de8fc348-0025-4821-9ec5-
d50b4bbacc8d

13 McKee M, Hiam L. Britain’s notworking. BMJ 2022;378:. doi: 10.1136/bmj.o1883 pmid: 35905984
14 Dean G. Spain is doubling down on taxing the rich with a so-called ‘solidarity tax’ on 23 000

super wealthy people. Business Insider2022 Sep 30. https://www.businessinsider.com/spain-
wealth-solidarity-tax-rich-soaring-inflation-money-assets-levy-2022-9.

the bmj | BMJ 2022;379:o2784 | doi: 10.1136/bmj.o27842

OPINION

 on 18 A
pril 2024 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://w

w
w

.bm
j.com

/
B

M
J: first published as 10.1136/bm

j.o2784 on 17 N
ovem

ber 2022. D
ow

nloaded from
 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/nov/13/dont-be-taken-in-by-50bn-fiscal-hole-dodgy-tory-metaphor
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/nov/13/dont-be-taken-in-by-50bn-fiscal-hole-dodgy-tory-metaphor
https://www.dannydorling.org/?p=8353
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2022/nov/02/un-poverty-envoy-tells-britain-this-is-worst-time-for-more-austerity?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2022/nov/02/un-poverty-envoy-tells-britain-this-is-worst-time-for-more-austerity?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other
https://news.sky.com/story/spending-cuts-made-necessary-by-mini-budget-could-finish-nhs-former-bank-of-england-deputy-governor-sir-charlie-bean-says-12706584
https://news.sky.com/story/spending-cuts-made-necessary-by-mini-budget-could-finish-nhs-former-bank-of-england-deputy-governor-sir-charlie-bean-says-12706584
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/nov/16/uk-austerity-has-inflicted-great-misery-on-citizens-un-says
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/nov/16/uk-austerity-has-inflicted-great-misery-on-citizens-un-says
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2022/nov/10/sharp-rise-in-number-of-women-in-uk-dying-in-pregnancy-or-shortly-after
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2022/nov/10/sharp-rise-in-number-of-women-in-uk-dying-in-pregnancy-or-shortly-after
https://eveshamobserver.co.uk/news/evesham-charity-horrified-over-shocking-rise-in-deaths/
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2022/nov/16/uk-has-second-highest-maternal-death-rate-in-eight-country-european-study#:~:text=Mothers%20in%20the%20UK%20are,an%20international%20analysis%20of%20data
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2022/nov/16/uk-has-second-highest-maternal-death-rate-in-eight-country-european-study#:~:text=Mothers%20in%20the%20UK%20are,an%20international%20analysis%20of%20data
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2022/nov/16/uk-has-second-highest-maternal-death-rate-in-eight-country-european-study#:~:text=Mothers%20in%20the%20UK%20are,an%20international%20analysis%20of%20data
https://population.un.org/wpp/
https://www.ft.com/content/de8fc348-0025-4821-9ec5-d50b4bbacc8d
https://www.ft.com/content/de8fc348-0025-4821-9ec5-d50b4bbacc8d
https://www.businessinsider.com/spain-wealth-solidarity-tax-rich-soaring-inflation-money-assets-levy-2022-9
https://www.businessinsider.com/spain-wealth-solidarity-tax-rich-soaring-inflation-money-assets-levy-2022-9
http://www.bmj.com/

