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It’s traditional writing at this time of the year to offer a review of the year, or to 

look forward to the new year. Rather than do that I’m going to offer a review of 

two things that have happened, and one thing has not, within the past fortnight. 

Between them they sum up rather a lot about the year in public policy outside of 

Brexit. 

First the least important of the three, but the one that has gained the most coverage. 

Last Monday the Office for National Statistics published proposals for changing 

the way in which student loans are counted in the government’s borrowing 

numbers. Because they are formally “loans” from government to students they 

don’t currently count against the deficit. Yet a large fraction will never be paid 

back. Sensibly the ONS has proposed that the public finance numbers should now 

reflect that fact. This is likely to increase recorded borrowing by as much as £17 

billion a year by the mid-2020s. 
 

This change spawned a rash of headlines suggesting the chancellor will lose, at a 

stroke, all the extra money that improved forecasts appeared to give him at the 

budget a few weeks ago. Yet absolutely nothing real has changed. Nothing. Zilch. 

This is just a change to the way things are counted. The government is no better off 

and no worse off. The financial flows are just the same as they always were. But 

such is that state of our commentary that this accounting change made headlines. 

Worse, such is the state of our policy making, elements of current policy were 

almost certainly determined by the accounting standards. Future policy is likely to 

change in response to these new accounting standards. In saying that the current 

review of higher and further education would wait for the ONS announcement 

before publication the government has pretty much explicitly acknowledged that 

the accounting tail wags the policy dog. 
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If that was a non-event which caused a lot of excitement, a few days earlier there 

was rather an important event which seemed to go almost unnoticed. The local 

government finance settlement for 2019-20 was published. Don’t stop reading! 

This is important. This is what determines how much will get spent on a whole 

range of public services, not least adult and children’s social care, as well as what 

might happen to your council tax. 

The good news for councils is that government found a little more money than had 

originally been intended. As a result of a series of interventions, spending cuts 

overall in the four years to 2019-20 now look as if they will amount to less than 2 

per cent compared with an originally planned 8 per cent. Given growing pressures 

especially on social care, and on top of cuts of a nearly a fifth in the six years 

previously, things still look pretty austere in much of local government. 

In common with other changes since 2010 this month’s settlement again favoured 

richer areas at the expense of poorer ones. This redistribution has come about as a 

result of varying and formidably complex changes to rules for allocation. The 

effect has been that cuts in spending power in some of the councils serving poorer 

areas have been as much as three times the cuts experienced in some richer areas. 

At the same time the way in which local government is funded is changing, making 

it overall much more dependent on revenues from council tax and business rates 

rather than grants from central government. These revenues will not grow fast 

enough to keep up with growing demand, especially for social care as the 

population ages. 

Which brings us neatly to the thing that hasn’t happened. We had been promised a 

green paper on social care this autumn. It’s a no show. That’s a generous 

interpretation. It was originally promised in summer 2017, then by end of 2017, 

then by summer 2018, then by autumn 2018. It is now due “at the first opportunity 

in 2019”. 



This is a failure and a dereliction of the gravest kind. Our polity is failing in its 

duty of care to those most in need. Government is not stepping in to provide the 

kind of social insurance only it is in a position to offer. The current system is 

underfunded, badly designed and grossly unjust. People remain at risk of losing 

everything to pay for an eventuality against which they cannot insure privately. 

There are coherent ways of dealing with this. Yet the can keeps getting kicked 

farther and farther down the road. 

Today that can partly be blamed on the overwhelming focus on Brexit and partly 

on the lack of a parliamentary majority. But those were not excuses available to 

either the coalition government or the Labour government in office between 1997 

and 2010. This is a long-term failure of government. It is a perhaps a sign of the 

fact that we have come to expect nothing better that I have seen little or nothing in 

the mainstream press in the past few weeks bemoaning yet another failure to 

deliver on a promise simply to publish a set of policy ideas for consultation. 

Perhaps we have just given up. 

In those three events and non-events of the past fortnight we have a review of the 

year. We are so focused on the political drama that is Brexit we all but ignore huge 

changes that affect all of our public services. The government is paralysed when it 

comes to dealing with vital long-term challenges. It will just stumble on and we the 

public will suffer the inevitable consequences. And we live in a world where both 

policy and public debate are driven more by accounting rules than any underlying 

reality. 

Happy Christmas. 
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