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FOREWORD

A new Prime Minister, but a familiar, albeit growing, list of policy challenges. As 

Andy Burnham confronts the reality of governing, the Resolution Foundation and 

UK in a Changing Europe have assembled a group of respected experts to consider 

the state of the policy landscape. Each contributor was asked to consider what the 

current state of affairs is, what kind of political debate, if any, characterises their 

policy area, and what the major challenges confronting the government are likely 

to be. 

Each article in this collection is the responsibility of its author. The Resolution 

Foundation and UK in a Changing Europe would like to thank all the authors 

for agreeing to write and for dealing promptly with our repeated queries and 

suggestions. Special thanks to Mike Brewer and Joël Reland (from Resolution 

and UKICE, respectively) for their tireless work in commenting on, editing and 

organising the collection as a whole.  

We hope you find what follows interesting and informative. 

8 September 2026

Ruth Curtice 

Chief Executive, Resolution Foundation 

Professor Anand Menon 

Director, UK in a Changing Europe
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INTRODUCTION
Ruth Curtice and Anand Menon

There is a general sense that Andy Burnham has got off to a decent start as 
Prime Minister, achieving some recovery in support for Labour in the polls. Initial 
announcements – notably on energy prices and bus fares – indicated a sensitivity 
to the importance of the cost of living for many voters, and a gift for effective 
communication that his predecessor conspicuously lacked. Equally, there is broad 
acknowledgement that this early success has been largely ‘vibes based’, and that 
much more difficult decisions lie ahead. As we approach the autumn, with the war in 
Iran ongoing, the immediate pressures on the cost of living may become more acute, 
while the fundamental challenge of reconciling low growth, high debt and poor public 
services has not gone away.

This report is an attempt to spell out some of the difficult choices and trade-offs that 
lie ahead, and that any serious ten-year plan would need to address. The Resolution 
Foundation and UK in a Changing Europe have once more come together to assemble 
a group of leading experts to analyse the major challenges confronting the UK 
government (in the case of devolved policy areas such as health and social care, 
housing and planning, and education, the analysis focuses on England).

As has been the case in all our recent reports, the economic context it describes is 
pretty grim. GDP per person is still broadly where it was in 2019 – had the pre-2008 
trend continued, it would be 30% higher than it currently is. The labour market 
continues to weaken: unemployment rose from 4.1% to 4.9% between July 2024 
and June 2026, and the number of 16-24 year-olds not in education, employment or 
training passed 1 million this spring, for the first time in more than a decade.

The fiscal situation provides further grounds for concern. Debt, and the cost of 
servicing it, are high by recent standards: £1 in every £12 of public spending now 
goes on debt interest, and the government is borrowing around £115 billion - or 3.6% 
of national income – this year. In the short term, the plans bequeathed by Rachel 
Reeves imply significant fiscal consolidation in the form of tax rises and cuts to 
departmental spending, backloaded towards the end of this parliament.

 As John Healey puts together his first Budget, the backdrop of bond market turmoil 
limits the room for manoeuvre. There is quite the irony to rumours that he won’t 
address the tangled issue of how and when to raise defence spending until next year, 
given it is the very issue over which he resigned as defence secretary.  On top of 
which, there are questions as to whether to provide greater cost of living support, and 
how to leave space to meet the Prime Minister’s many other ambitions – from social 
care to council house building.

On the former, if a comprehensive, NHS-style model is adopted for social care, the 
costs could run to some £18.5 billion by 2035-36. As for the latter, as Paul Cheshire 
points out, only 1,970 council houses were built in 2025 – against the near-200,000 

https://ukandeu.ac.uk/reports/policy-landscape-2025/
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built annually in the early 1950s – which gives some sense of the scale behind the 
Prime Minister’s pledge to deliver the biggest council house-building programme 
since the Second World War.

With energy bills rising again this winter, the cost-of-living crisis is back centre 
stage. Overall prices are up a quarter since the invasion of Ukraine, but the cost of 
essentials, on which poorer families spend a larger share of their budget, has grown 
especially fast – food is up more than 30% and energy up 50%. It is global events 
that will most strongly determine their future path, and the UK remains vulnerable 
to a number of pressures over which the government exercises precious little control. 
The EU’s forthcoming ‘Made in Europe’ local content rules – not aimed at the UK, 
but liable to catch British firms embedded in EU supply chains regardless – pose a 
fresh threat. 

All of this is in a context in which public services are coming under increased 
pressure. Richard Price outlines the challenges facing the criminal justice system, 
with prisons, probation and the courts part of one interlinked crisis. A probation 
staffing gap of around 3,900 posts – roughly a quarter of what is needed – means 
thinner supervision, more breaches of licence conditions and, for the first time 
on record, more prisoners recalled than released in a single quarter. Meanwhile, a 
Crown Court backlog of over 80,000 cases and a magistrates’ court backlog of over 
370,000 are keeping more defendants on remand, compounding the pressure on 
prison places.

At the same time, the straitened fiscal environment makes it harder to address 
real problems with public services. Although health was the big winner in the 
2025 Spending Review, with real-terms growth averaging 3% for day-to-day NHS 
spending up to 2028-29, the settlement was below the long-run average for health 
spending and well below the 2000s Labour-era increases.

Key to addressing this is the need to increase productivity – not least, in the case of 
health, given the need to fund social care and the longer-term demographic pressures 
that will see health spending, according to OBR forecasts, account for 14.5% of GDP 
by the mid-2070s, up from 8.3% in 2022–23. Yet the necessary steps – the shift 
from analogue to digital, for instance – will themselves require sustained capital 
investment.

Finally, there is the agenda sketched out by the new Prime Minister himself, many 
aspects of which will pose significant challenges. We are yet to see the details 
of the complete rethink of the education system that Mr Burnham has called for, 
involving the introduction of technical pathways for all young people from age 14 
from September 2028. This raises enough questions in and of itself, as Carole Willis 
points out, including the relationship between education, skills and economic growth, 
and the balance between academic and technical education. But the Prime Minister’s 
initiative also raises questions about how it might interact with implementation of 
the Starmer-era Curriculum and Assessment Review and SEND reforms.
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Of the new Prime Minister’s priorities, greater devolution – within England at least 
– is perhaps the most personal. As Sophie Hale points out, the UK has persistently 
high levels of inequality between places, with the 4.5-times gap in income between 
those in Leicester and those in Kensington & Chelsea barely moving in 30 years. 
Part of the problem is that England is extremely fiscally centralised by international 
standards: just 4.8% of UK taxation is collected sub-nationally, the lowest share 
in the G7. Burnham’s solution looks set to include giving Mayors powers to retain 
a share of income tax and business rate generated in their areas. But, as Andrew 
Carter says in his essay, there are big open questions about the capacity of strategic 
authorities, and about how to reconcile growth incentives with redistribution.

Many of the contributors stress the need for stable policy frameworks to address 
long-term problems effectively. As Jonathan Portes puts it, ‘the test of a growth 
strategy is not the scale of its announcements, but whether it sustains credible 
policies long enough for firms, workers and places to respond.’

Yet long-term solutions themselves depend on a relatively stable world and relatively 
stable politics – something that is far from assured in the fragmented political 
landscape described by Rob Ford. The 2024 general election, in which Labour won 
nearly two-thirds of seats on little more than a third of the vote, was the most 
disproportionate result in the country’s history, and further fragmentation looks 
more likely than less. It is conceivable that this landscape itself will shift, should the 
Prime Minister act on what has, to date, been his stated commitment to some form 
of electoral reform. But whether he does or not, polarised and adversarial politics – in 
which 67% of voters now see politicians as self-serving – will impede the kind of 
longer-term thinking that so many of the challenges we face require.

Then there is the inter-relationship of different policy areas. The health service 
reorganisation – including the abolition of NHS England, first announced last year – 
might have the effect of increasing ministerial control and reducing local autonomy, 
in stark contrast to the Prime Minister’s rhetoric about devolution. In addition, as 
immigration numbers fall, the government will need to think about the implications 
for health and social care, where migrants have long been used to plug staff 
shortages. More broadly, as Peter Walsh and Ben Brindle note, falls in legal migration 
will weaken the government’s fiscal position, since the decline has come mainly 
from workers and students – the groups that make the most positive economic 
contribution.

While lots of these challenges are familiar, they take place against a shifting world 
order and a wave of technological transformation. The development and deployment 
of AI could ease some of these choices, be it through the drugs it invents or the 
information it democratises. But, as Will Moy, says “the future will be exciting. But 
it is an open question what kind of excitement we are in for”.

We hope this collection helps guide you through the key choices determining that 
future.
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GROWTH AND 
PRODUCTIVITY

Jonathan Portes

WHAT IS THE SITUATION NOW?

Of the UK’s economic challenges, GDP (or the change in GDP, which is what 

is reported as “economic growth”) gets the most attention, but what matters 

more for household living standards is GDP per person. And the only way to 

sustainably raise GDP per person is to improve productivity (output per worker, or 

per hour worked). Over time, higher productivity makes sustained rises in wages, 

living standards and tax revenues possible, and enables us to finance good quality 

public services. But the UK’s poor record on productivity for the past two decades 

is the central economic problem facing the UK.  

UK GDP per person grew by 1.1% in 2025, recovering from a 0.1% fall in 2024, 

but the immediate outlook is clouded by the Iran conflict. More tellingly, GDP per 

person is still broadly where it was in 2019; had the pre-2008 trend continued, it 

would be 30% higher. The slowdown has been broadly based, although the health 

sector has been a particularly poor performer in the aftermath of the pandemic. 

There are tentative signs that productivity may be improving, but the data are 

unusually uncertain. The Office for National Statistics’ conventional measure 

suggests output per hour was only 0.4% higher in early 2026 than a year earlier; 

an experimental measure using payroll data points to a very healthy rise of 2.1%. 

In any case, annual fluctuations are common and say little about long-term trends 

– let alone the impact of artificial intelligence.  It is therefore too early either to 

declare a productivity revival since Labour’s election victory or to dismiss the 

possibility.  

WHAT IS THE STATE OF THE POLITICAL DEBATE?

At the time of writing, the Burnham government has inherited and reaffirmed 

most of the previous government’s growth agenda — planning reform, 

infrastructure, clean energy, industrial strategy and artificial intelligence — while 

placing more emphasis on reindustrialisation, devolution and “growth in every 

postcode”. This is an ambitious agenda – but the headlines conceal some difficult 

challenges, and even more difficult trade-offs, both economic and political.

Simply recreating the industrial structure of the 1970s is not an option. Modern 

manufacturing matters, but so too do high-productivity tradeable services, 

from software and finance to design, life sciences and professional services. The 

https://economy2030.resolutionfoundation.org/reports/ending-stagnation/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossdomesticproductgdp/bulletins/gdpfirstquarterlyestimateuk/januarytomarch2026
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.KN?locations=GB
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/labourproductivity/articles/ukproductivityintroduction/januarytomarch2026andoctobertodecember2025
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/prime-minister-pledges-growth-in-every-postcode-across-whole-of-uk-as-he-visits-scotland
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/prime-minister-pledges-growth-in-every-postcode-across-whole-of-uk-as-he-visits-scotland
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government’s ‘industrial strategy’ covers all these sectors; central government 

will need to provide stability, set priorities and resolve cross-departmental 

blockages, rather than micromanage hundreds of measures, all in an increasingly 

difficult international economic environment.

The opposition parties offer more distinct prescriptions than a year ago. The 

Conservative Party and Reform UK emphasise lower taxes, cheaper energy and 

deregulation – all of which might increase growth, but might conflict with other 

objectives – alongside tighter immigration, which would do the opposite. The 

Liberal Democrats put closer EU economic integration at the centre of their 

growth strategy. The Greens favour substantially higher public investment, 

financed partly through wealth taxation.

These differences are real, but much of the debate still avoids hard trade-offs.  

At least in the current fiscal environment, tax cuts must be matched by lower 

spending, higher borrowing or other tax rises. Depending on implementation, 

wealth taxes may harm innovation and entrepreneurship. Immigration restrictions 

may reduce some pressures on services but are already shrinking the workforce, 

damaging universities and worsening the public finances. Closer EU ties would 

reduce trade barriers but will require any government to convince the EU that it 

can deliver a stable future relationship.

Politicians also confuse announcements with outcomes. Headline figures for 

‘investment secured’ or predicted AI gains are not the same as additional activity 

caused by policy. Growth measures often take years to work, their effects are 

uncertain, and success is hard to attribute. 

WHAT ARE THE IMMEDIATE AND LONG-TERM ISSUES THAT NEED TO BE 
CONFRONTED?

The immediate priority is delivery. The current industrial strategy contains 

more than 350 interventions, many of them worthy. The main risk is continual 

relaunching and reprioritisation. The government could instead identify a smaller 

number of binding constraints – such as planning capacity, grid connections, 

housing in productive areas, transport and workforce skills – assign responsibility, 

and publish evidence on progress. It should not abandon an industrial strategy, 

or look for further headline-grabbing announcements, simply because 

macroeconomic effects cannot yet be observed.

Fiscal policy matters too. High debt-interest costs and weak underlying growth 

leave little room for permanent giveaways. But sharp cuts to public investment 

or already-stretched services would be self-defeating. Stability is necessary, 

albeit insufficient, for growth: firms invest when tax, regulatory, energy and 

https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/comment/industrial-strategy-what-andy-burnham-should-do
https://www.conservatives.com/news/kemi-delivers-new-economic-revolution-speech
https://www.reformparty.uk/policies
https://www.libdems.org.uk/news/article/a-new-growth-and-defence-partnership-with-europe
https://greenparty.org.uk/about/our-manifesto/creating-a-fairer-greener-economy/
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2026/mar/09/revealed-uks-multibillion-ai-drive-is-built-on-phantom-investments
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infrastructure policy is predictable. The Treasury should distinguish credible 

long-term discipline from mechanical short-term retrenchment.

Over the longer term, six issues stand out. First, the UK could seek to reduce 

trade frictions with the EU. Brexit is not the only cause of weak growth, but 

leaving the single market has reduced trade and business investment. 

Second, migration policy needs to recognise that restrictions on international 

students and work visas are likely to reduce productivity growth over the medium 

to long term.. 

Third, devolution must involve real authority and resources, not just local 

responsibility for centrally-designed schemes. Places need discretion over skills, 

transport, land, innovation funding and procurement, alongside transparent 

evaluation. 

Fourth, the government needs to address the ongoing meltdown in the university 

sector before it irreparably damages one of the UK’s key sources of comparative 

advantage. 

Fifth, improving state capacity and public-sector productivity – especially in 

health, social care, local government and justice – is essential both for service 

quality and the public finances. 

Sixth, artificial intelligence may raise productivity, but datacentres and 

investment announcements are neither necessary nor sufficient. Larger gains will 

come from diffusion: whether ordinary firms and public services adopt new tools, 

reorganise work and improve management. That requires digital infrastructure, 

skills, access to finance, competitive markets and public sector capability.

The new Chancellor will by now have discovered that there is no ‘boost 

growth’ lever that he can pull (and which his predecessor overlooked). Raising 

productivity requires consistency and delivery across investment, skills, trade, 

migration, housing, infrastructure and the state’s own capacity. The test of a 

growth strategy is not the scale of its announcements, but whether it sustains 

credible policies long enough for firms, workers and places to respond.

https://ukandeu.ac.uk/brexit-ten-years-on-the-economy/
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/pub/pdf/sintra/ecb.forumcentbankpub2026_Peri_paper.en.pdf
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FISCAL CHOICES
Bee Boileau

WHAT IS THE SITUATION NOW?

The public finances are vulnerable. Debt is high by recent standards, as is the cost 

of servicing it: £1 in every £12 of public spending currently goes on debt interest. 

The government plans to spend more than it will raise this year, borrowing around 

£115bn – 3.6% of national income – to cover the difference.

The plan inherited from Rachel Reeves is for borrowing to halve as a share of 

national income by the end of the decade. This consolidation is largely planned 

to come from higher revenues. Several tax rises – including a further three-

year freeze in personal tax thresholds – are backloaded towards the end of the 

parliament. Taxes are expected to reach a historically high 38% of national 

income by 2029–30.

Public spending is set to remain historically high, representing around 45% of 

national income this year and falling only slightly as a share of national income 

over the next few years. Spending on public services, around half the total, 

accounts for most of this slight fall, while welfare spending is set to remain 

roughly stable as a share of national income. Debt interest – already roughly 

double its pre-pandemic level – is set to rise further.

The government has limited headroom against its fiscal rules, under which 

revenues must cover day-to-day spending and debt must be falling as a share 

of national income by 2029–30. Plans rest on economic forecasts made before 

the Iran war: higher energy prices and geopolitical instability have since raised 

inflation, placed upward pressure on borrowing costs and, if sustained, could 

weaken growth prospects.

WHAT IS THE STATE OF THE POLITICAL DEBATE?

There are two central debates: one over the size and shape of the state (i.e. how 

much the government spends and what it spends that money on), and another on 

how spending should be financed. 

On the size and shape of the state, Burnham has set out priorities on social care, 

council housebuilding and devolution. In some cases, these may imply substantial 

new spending commitments (which could come from a different allocation of 

currently-planned spending, or from higher overall spending). 

Both the Conservatives and Reform UK advocate a smaller state, with lower 

levels of spending and taxation. The Conservatives have promised they would cut 

https://obr.uk/efo/economic-and-fiscal-outlook-march-2026/
https://obr.uk/efo/economic-and-fiscal-outlook-march-2026/
https://obr.uk/efo/economic-and-fiscal-outlook-march-2026/
https://conservativehome.com/2026/07/27/mel-stride-andy-burnham-has-a-spending-problem/
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spending significantly, in particular through reforming welfare spending. Reform 

UK propose even larger welfare savings, including through restricting working-

age benefits for non-UK citizens and making large cuts to the generosity of the 

disability benefits system.

On how spending should be financed, Burnham has said he will retain the 

existing fiscal rules, although suggested he will seek to use ‘flexibility’ within 

them. The measure of debt used in the fiscal rules gives relatively favourable 

treatment to some financial investments made through public financial 

institutions, which could allow extra borrowing within the rules. But, in general, 

they will substantially constrain permanent additions to borrowing. 

Burnham will also be constrained by his decision to stick to manifesto 

commitments not to raise the main rates of income tax, National Insurance or 

VAT. These are the three largest taxes, together representing around two-thirds of 

total tax revenue, so this decision rules out the most straightforward options for 

raising large sums. 

The Conservatives have promised to devote at least half of savings from spending 

cuts towards reducing the deficit. Reform UK, similarly, have generally presented 

proposed tax cuts as being funded through reductions in spending, rather than 

additional borrowing. The Liberal Democrats have argued for a fiscal framework 

giving more weight to long-term growth and investment, and emphasised growth 

as a way of easing trade-offs between spending, tax and borrowing.

Overall, there is limited consensus on fiscal choices. That is unsurprising, given 

these are fundamentally political questions over the size and role of government. 

WHAT ARE THE IMMEDIATE AND LONG-TERM ISSUES THAT NEED TO BE 
CONFRONTED?

The Autumn Budget will be the first big test of the new government’s fiscal 

strategy. The new Chancellor, John Healey, could face a weaker economic forecast, 

and will need to decide both how to fund new priorities and how large a margin to 

leave against the fiscal rules.

Even before allowing for new priorities, challenges lie ahead. Increasing taxes and 

slowing public service spending growth towards the end of a parliament, close to 

an election, will be politically difficult. Governments often promise sharp fiscal 

consolidations, and rarely deliver.

Defence is one obvious pressure point. Healey resigned as Defence Secretary 

earlier this year, arguing that the proposed defence settlement was inadequate. 

Yet current spending plans are very similar to the offer he criticised. If the 

https://ifs.org.uk/articles/reform-uks-plan-welfare-ifs-response
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2026/jul/20/andy-burnham-team-aware-fiscal-tightrope-economy
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/options-tax-increases
https://www.conservatives.com/our-plan-for-britain
https://www.libdems.org.uk/news/article/lib-dems-announce-plan-to-replace-treasury-with-new-department-for-growth-based-in-birmingham
https://ifs.org.uk/collections/spring-forecast-2026
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government decides to increase defence spending to 3% of national income by 

2030, this would require a top-up of around £11bn to existing plans in 2030.

Next year’s Spending Review will set individual departments’ budgets between 

2028–29 and 2030–31. Decisions about NHS and defence spending will drive 

how much is left for other areas: within existing departmental spending totals, 

if the NHS continues to receive sizeable increases and defence spending rises 

further towards 3% of national income, substantial cuts would be needed in other 

areas. Avoiding these would in turn require some combination of tax increases, 

lower spending elsewhere or additional borrowing. 

Whatever the overall level of taxation, there is a strong case for tax reform. The 

UK’s tax system is currently inefficient, unfair and too complex. Reform would 

not be painless, but should be an area of focus for any government serious about 

improving growth and living standards.

Much of the political debate focuses on the medium-term public finances. But it 

is important not to lose sight of the bigger picture. The UK faces large long-term 

fiscal pressures: an ageing population pushing up health, state pension and social 

care spending; a planned transition to net zero; the potential for permanently 

higher defence spending. Even if the currently planned fiscal consolidation 

is implemented, debt and borrowing costs are set to remain high. This fiscal 

inheritance would challenge any government. Questions over the size of the state, 

how revenues will be raised and spending priorities have no easy or cost-free 

answers. 

 

https://ifs.org.uk/publications/options-tax-increases
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TAX REFORM
Mike Brewer

WHAT IS THE SITUATION NOW?

At a high level, the Starmer government has pushed the tax burden to historically 

high levels, with national account taxes as a share of GDP expected to be 37.0% 

in 2026-27 and 38.3% by 2029-30 so as to afford increases in public spending 

and investment, and to cover higher interest payments on government debt. 

In doing so, its key motivation has not been tax reform, but a desire to avoid 

breaking Labour’s manifesto commitment not to raise the main rates of Income 

Tax, National Insurance or VAT (and this is despite the fact that, across all 

developed countries, none raises more tax as a share of GDP without also having 

a higher tax wedge on average workers). 

But there have been some limited moves towards a more efficient tax system. 

A tax system should levy similar rates on different sources of income; to do 

otherwise incentivises people to adopt specific legal forms just to minimise tax 

liabilities, which is inefficient, costs the government revenue, and is unfair when 

not everyone has equal chances to do so. Here, the Starmer Government reduced 

some of the worst anomalies: rates of Capital Gains Tax on shares have been 

lifted, and most tax rates on property, savings and dividend income will rise (in 

effect) by 2 percentage points. 

And, although the Starmer government made no move to bring in an explicit 

wealth tax, it did rationalise how some forms of wealth are taxed: the scope 

of Inheritance Tax (IHT) has been widened, including the (contested and then 

amended) changes to agricultural relief, and the inclusion of private pensions 

within its scope. The ‘non-dom’ regime has been replaced with a residence-based 

system. And there will be a tax on homes worth over £2 million, with a high-

value Council Tax surcharge from April 2028.

WHAT IS THE STATE OF THE POLITICAL DEBATE? 

In its first week, the Burnham government moved quickly with some targeted tax 

cuts to help tackle the cost of living. 

Before entering Parliament, Burnham spoke in favour of higher taxes on wealth, 

the advantages of a land value tax, and about the unfairnesses of Council Tax, 

but these have not yet turned into policy commitments. So far, all we know about 

his strategic priorities for the tax system is his desire to allow English strategic 

authorities to keep some locally-generated revenues from some national taxes 

https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/thin-end-of-the-wedge/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/thin-end-of-the-wedge/
https://ifs.org.uk/books/tax-design
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/changes-to-the-rates-of-capital-gains-tax/capital-gains-tax-rates-of-tax
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/changes-to-the-rates-of-capital-gains-tax/capital-gains-tax-rates-of-tax
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/changes-to-tax-rates-for-property-savings-dividend-income/changes-to-tax-rates-for-property-savings-dividend-income
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/changes-to-tax-rates-for-property-savings-dividend-income/changes-to-tax-rates-for-property-savings-dividend-income
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-10181/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-10181/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/inheritance-tax-on-pensions-technical-note/technical-note-inheritance-tax-on-pensions
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/inheritance-tax-on-pensions-technical-note/technical-note-inheritance-tax-on-pensions
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/2024-non-uk-domiciled-individuals-policy-summary/changes-to-the-taxation-of-non-uk-domiciled-individuals
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/2024-non-uk-domiciled-individuals-policy-summary/changes-to-the-taxation-of-non-uk-domiciled-individuals
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/high-value-council-tax-surcharge
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/high-value-council-tax-surcharge
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(but not control over their rates), a policy which could take effect relatively 

quickly given that the former Chancellor Rachel Reeves announced a similar plan 

in Spring 2026.  

Other parties have clear proposals on tax. The Conservatives are in favour of 

abolishing stamp duty entirely on main homes, axing business rates, undoing 

VAT on private schools and Reeves’s IHT changes, and (in effect) exempting 

some young people from National Insurance. At the 2024 election, Reform UK’s 

manifesto proposed £90 billion of tax cuts, but it has said since that these cannot 

be guaranteed until it has identified savings. But it still advocates cutting taxes 

on workers, families and businesses; it has an ambition for a £20,000 Income 

Tax personal allowance; and it has proposed reducing IHT and taxes on non-

doms. The Green Party wants an explicit annual wealth tax — 1% on assets 

over £10m and 2% on assets over £1 billion — alongside equalising tax rates on 

different forms of income, and a big rise in employee National Insurance for high 

earners. And tax policy is no longer made exclusively in London. In Scotland, 

SNP governments have increased the progressivity of the Income Tax schedule, 

to the point where some question whether these might have a harmful economic 

impact. 

WHAT ARE THE IMMEDIATE AND LONG-TERM ISSUES THAT NEED TO BE 
CONFRONTED? 

There will be many items calling for attention at John Healey’s first Budget as 

Chancellor, on 28 October. 

Short-run decisions such as how to pay for spending commitments made since 

March, what to do about VAT on electricity and fuel duty, and how to react to 

changes in the forecast, may well dominate.  

But the government should also address some of the long-term issues ducked 

by their predecessors. The IMF has questioned whether the tax burden can be 

pushed much higher without tax reform, and suggested that the UK is close to 

the limit on raising taxes from earnings. Even if this view is overstated, the fact 

that the tax burden will soon be at historical highs increases the costs of poor tax 

design.  

So the new Chancellor should look at property taxation – both residential and 

commercial – which is in obvious disrepair. Council Tax is regressive within areas, 

and hugely biased in favour of London and the South East. The constant changes 

to business rates underline how often these keep being patched rather than 

replaced (with, say, a land value tax on commercial property).  

And despite Reeves’s changes, there are still differences in effective tax rates on 

different forms of income or capital gains, with working-age employee earnings 

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/mais-lecture-2026
https://www.conservatives.com/our-plan-for-britain
https://www.reformparty.uk/policies
https://greenparty.org.uk/about/our-manifesto/creating-a-fairer-greener-economy/
https://taxpolicy.org.uk/2026/07/25/scotland-48p-top-rate-laffer-curve/
https://www.imf.org/en/news/articles/2026/05/18/pr26154-united-kingdom-staff-concluding-statement-of-the-2026-article-iv-mission
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/revaluation-and-reform-bringing-council-tax-england-21st-century
https://ifs.org.uk/articles/government-announcement-business-rates-ifs-response
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almost always facing the highest rates, so Healey will need to decide whether he 

wants to continue the trend begun by Jeremy Hunt (who cut employee National 

Insurance contributions) and continued by Rachel Reeves (who increased taxes 

on some unearned income sources). He may also want to look at the bizarre 

structure of marginal rates of Income Tax on earnings facing some parents, and 

the huge cliff-edge at £100,000 affecting those using pre-school childcare. 

Finally, the move to net zero will also require changes to our tax system; electric 

vehicles will soon have a new tax, with the pay-per-mile charge starting in 2028, 

but this is currently set at a rate that brings in far less revenue than the forgone 

Fuel Duty.

https://taxpolicy.org.uk/2024/10/17/reform-income-tax-end-the-scandal-of-high-marginal-rates/
https://taxpolicy.org.uk/2024/10/17/reform-income-tax-end-the-scandal-of-high-marginal-rates/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-10607/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-10607/
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THE COST OF LIVING
Jonathan Marshall

WHAT IS THE SITUATION NOW?

April 2026 was meant to mark the start of a good year for living standards, 

especially for those on lower incomes. Then came the war in Iran and the closure 

of the Strait of Hormuz: a chokepoint vital for global trade. Brent crude was 

trading around $70/barrel before the US-Israeli strikes in late February, and 

peaked above $115 – more than 60% higher – once the missiles started landing. 

Gas prices were even more volatile, with spot contracts quickly doubling from 

their pre-war level.

Household energy bills have followed. The price cap increased by 13% in July, and 

is set to increase by 4% in October. Still bigger jumps are expected into 2027. 

Wider pass-through has so far been limited: CPI inflation has stayed comfortably 

below the peaks of the last shock, easing from 3.3% in March to 2.6% in June, 

with food inflation starting the year above the headline rate before falling sharply 

below it. But retailers are warning that upward pressure will return as higher 

energy prices start to feed through.

Moreover, these price rises come on top of severe increases in the cost of 

essentials since early 2022, following Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine. As 

of July, overall prices are up a quarter on pre-invasion levels, with food more than 

30% higher and energy up more than 50%. 

And these squeezes on budgets do not fall evenly. Between December 2019 and 

September 2025, annualised inflation experienced by the poorest families ran 0.7 

percentage points faster than for the richest, dragging the lowest incomes down 

by more than 3% relative to the highest. 

WHAT IS THE STATE OF THE POLITICAL DEBATE?

Responsibility for prices has conventionally sat with the Bank of England, whose 

remit is to bring inflation back to 2%. But in recent years, politics has not sat 

back. Political parties are now competing on the price of essentials – energy, 

fuel, food, transport – which monetary policy cannot target directly, but which 

governments can influence through tax, spending and regulatory decisions.

The new Prime Minister has promised to lead a “cost of living government”. 

Indeed, his first week in office saw the removal of VAT from electricity bills (from 

October, and lasting at least six months) and a £2 cap on local bus fares. These 

measures, costing around £2.1 billion in annual terms, mark a continuation of the 

https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/understatement-of-the-year/
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/information-consumers/energy-advice-households/energy-price-cap-unit-rates-and-standing-charges
https://www.edfenergy.com/gas-and-electricity/price-cap-predictions
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices
https://www.igd.com/articles/igd-releases-new-food-inflation-forecast/73470
https://www.igd.com/articles/igd-releases-new-food-inflation-forecast/73470
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/unsung-britain/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/unsung-britain/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cx2vp4x7gkxo
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-pm-cuts-tax-on-household-electricity-bills-to-give-breathing-space-on-cost-of-living
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/2-bus-fares-from-january-2027
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approach inherited from the Starmer government, which focused on individual 

cost pressures (including energy bills, train fares, and the ‘cost of summer fun’). 

The Conservatives and Reform UK are both eyeing universal approaches. The 

former have backed a new energy strategy that would take power stations out 

of the UK Emissions Trading Scheme, forgoing much of the £3 billion a year 

the scheme is forecast to raise, without saying how the lost revenue would 

be replaced. The latter have promised to strip VAT and green levies from bills 

– saving “£200 per household” at a cost of £5-6 billion, with cuts to quango 

budgets used to balance the books.

The Greens would move policy costs – the levies on bills that fund renewables 

subsidies and energy efficiency schemes – along with the cost of servicing energy 

debt off bills and onto wealth taxes; while the Liberal Democrats have thrown 

their weight behind an ‘essential energy guarantee’ that offers cheaper prices for 

a fixed ‘block’ of energy for all households, funded by a tax on alleged windfall 

profits booked by energy network companies.

What is striking is that every party is leading with universal help, rather than a 

targeted approach that some – including the energy industry itself – are calling 

for.

WHAT ARE THE IMMEDIATE AND LONG-TERM ISSUES THAT NEED TO BE 
CONFRONTED?

In the immediate term, the question is narrow: which bills to help with and for 

whom? Three decisions bring that to a head: whether to yet again postpone the 

reversal of the Fuel Duty cut, whether to provide further support with increasing 

energy bills, and whether to leave the gap between housing support and actual 

rents at the record high it is already set to reach this autumn.

The 5p Fuel Duty cut introduced by Rishi Sunak – costing £2.4 billion per year – 

is now in its fifth year, with its staggered reversal postponed in May. It has been 

15 years since the ‘usual’ inflation-uprating of Fuel Duty. But the high visibility 

of petrol prices means that even such a poorly targeted way of helping family 

finances is likely to be hard to unwind.

On energy, the immediate decision is how to take the pressure off rising bills. 

But it is striking that, four years after the last energy shock, the government is 

still struggling to target households most in need – a criticism Labour made in 

the past, when the best-off third of households received more than a third of the 

money from universal schemes.

Looking beyond this winter, the government’s wider approach looks set to 

continue, with reducing the extent to which wholesale prices affect household 

https://ukonward.com/reports/firm-foundations/
https://ukonward.com/reports/firm-foundations/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cly0j6nnk4zo
https://greenparty.org.uk/2026/07/02/greens-call-on-burnham-to-cut-bills-by-150-before-winter-as-new-energy-price-cap-kicks-in/
https://www.libdems.org.uk/news/article/our-essential-energy-guarantee
https://obr.uk/efo/economic-and-fiscal-outlook-march-2026/
https://www.energy-uk.org.uk/publications/improved-bill-support-the-case-for-a-social-discount/
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2026/may/20/planned-fuel-duty-rise-to-be-scrapped-says-keir-starmer
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cgk0d76yg8po
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cgk0d76yg8po
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bills top of the agenda. In April, DESNZ published proposals to ‘de-link’ 

electricity bills from gas prices, shunting more of Britain’s power stations onto 

fixed-price deals and using the tax system to incentivise firms to make the 

switch. 

After energy, a key pressure is the cost of housing. Other than getting more 

homes built, the biggest single way the government can influence this is through 

the generosity of Local Housing Allowance (LHA), arguably the policy that does 

most to make renting affordable on a low income. In April 2024, LHA rates were 

set at a level that covered the cheapest 30% of local market rents, but they 

have been held flat in cash terms since, and are not due to be changed at all over 

this parliament. Rents have risen significantly since then: the average shortfall 

between rents and LHA is already more than 20%, and will hit a record this 

autumn. 

Over a longer horizon, overall inflation should return to target. But the structural 

reasons for high costs of essentials – an energy system exposed to global price 

shocks, and a housing stock too small for the population it serves – will not 

unwind quickly. So it would not be surprising if the cost of essentials remains at 

the heart of political debate. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/decisive-action-to-break-influence-of-gas-on-electricity-prices
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/decisive-action-to-break-influence-of-gas-on-electricity-prices
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/comment/cutting-the-cord/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/housing-outlook-q3-2026/


20 POLICY LANDSCAPE 2026

THE WELFARE STATE
Kitty Stewart

WHAT IS THE SITUATION NOW?

The ‘welfare state’ is the collective term for government policies and spending 

intended to support human welfare, or well-being. It includes health services, 

education, social security (pensions and cash benefits), housing and employment 

support – mapping onto the five ‘giant evils’ William Beveridge identified in his 

foundational 1942 report. Today, we can add to the list childcare, social care, and 

support for community services like libraries and parks. 

Welfare state spending in the UK amounts to around £870bn per year – some 

two-thirds of all government expenditure, and about 28% of GDP in 2025-26. 

As a share of GDP this is less than it has been in the past: the peak was just over 

30% in 2009-10. From 2010, a decade of austerity policies squeezed spending 

steadily down to 26% – before a temporary jump to 31% in 2020 due to the 

pandemic. In comparative perspective, the UK sits at around the OECD average, 

and below the average for the EU. 

The biggest items in 2025-26 are the social security system (13.3% of GDP – 

of which spending on pensioners makes up well over half), and health (8.4%). 

Health is the only area on which we spend a higher share of GDP today than in 

2010 (7.5%). By contrast, spending on education has fallen from 5.6% of GDP in 

2010 to 4.1% today. 

It is in reality more accurate to talk about welfare states. While National 

Insurance, the state pension and Universal Credit are all determined in 

Westminster, policy on health, education, housing and some aspects of social 

security are devolved powers, differing across the four nations. Scotland has made 

a number of decisions (in part exploiting its tax-raising powers) that create stark 

differences in the scope of the welfare state compared to England, including free 

university education, free personal and nursing care, and additional means-tested 

benefits for children. 

WHAT IS THE STATE OF THE POLITICAL DEBATE?

Two themes dominate political debate around the welfare state. The first is 

a wide consensus that public services are struggling and require both capital 

investment and higher day-to-day spending, as the contributions to this volume 

on health and social care, housing and education make clear.  

The second is a repeated refrain about burgeoning ‘welfare spending’ – generally 

https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/livinglearning/coll-9-health1/coll-9-health/
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/public-expenditure-statistical-analyses-2026
https://oecdstatistics.blog/2023/02/02/sizing-up-welfare-states-how-do-oecd-countries-compare/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/benefit-expenditure-and-caseload-tables-2025
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used to refer to non-pension benefit expenditure. In practice, most working-

age benefits have fallen significantly in real terms since 2010, in contrast to 

pensioner benefits, protected by the ‘triple lock’. As a share of GDP, spending on 

working-age benefits has roughly flatlined, while the pensioner share has grown. 

But within the working-age bill, disability spending has grown, in part reflecting 

high numbers of young people inactive and receiving disability support. 

Tackling the so-called ‘welfare bill’ has proven difficult. The triple lock seems 

sacrosanct: only the Green Party currently propose diluting it to a ‘double lock’. 

Cutting spending on pensioners is politically unpopular, as shown when Labour 

tried the relatively modest step of means-testing the Winter Fuel Payment. 

Reducing spending on disabled people is not popular either. Responding to Labour 

proposals to cut and reform the Personal Independence Payment (PIP) in 2025, 

critics pointed out that many of those in receipt already live in poverty, and 

argued that spending more rather than less in the short-term – e.g. on mental 

health and employment support – could be more effective at tackling economic 

inactivity. 

New government proposals are due in autumn 2026, after the final reports of 

the Timms Review into PIP and the Milburn Review on inactivity among young 

people. Milburn is expected to propose benefit reforms alongside changes to the 

education system and more action from employers. Meanwhile, the Conservatives 

have pledged to cut spending by urgently reassessing all ‘mild’ claims for PIP, 

while Reform UK promise to save £50bn by scrapping PIP entirely, replacing it 

with support for only very severe cases, while removing all benefits from non-

citizens. 

The backdrop to both discussions is the challenge of raising funds. Labour are 

tightly constrained by their manifesto pledge not to raise income tax. More 

generally, UK politics has been characterised for many years by an absence of 

open debate about the tax rises needed to fund the level and quality of services 

opinion polls suggest we would like. In office, Labour have raised additional funds 

through National Insurance increases and threshold freezes, to pay for higher 

spending compared to Conservative plans: a projected 2.6% increase across 

all sectors annually over this parliament compared to plans of 0.6% from the 

outgoing government. But increases fall well short of growing demands.

WHAT ARE THE IMMEDIATE AND LONG-TERM ISSUES THAT NEED TO BE 
CONFRONTED?

There are a multitude of areas that would benefit from more resources. We also 

urgently need to find significant additional sums to address what are clearly 

major limitations to existing welfare state provision, notably social care (other 

https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/what-a-ratchet/
https://inequalities.substack.com/p/resolution-foundation-charts
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/curbing-the-20-billion-rise-in-working-age-incapacity-and-disability-benefit-spending-is-a-task-for-the-nhs-and-employers-not-just-the-treasury-and-dwp/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/young-people-and-work-interim-report/young-people-and-work-interim-report
https://theconversation.com/labour-is-divided-over-disability-cuts-heres-what-the-public-thinks-259840
https://appgpovertyinequality.org.uk/home-page/appg-publishes-report-on-the-disproportionate-impact-of-poverty-and-inequality-on-disabled-people/
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/the-timms-review
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/young-people-and-work-interim-report
https://www.conservatives.com/news/conservatives-call-on-the-government-to-cut-the-benefits-bill
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cz977nxww1jo
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cly555430nno
https://ifs.org.uk/articles/rachel-reeves-will-need-face-fantasists-both-sides
https://ifs.org.uk/sites/default/files/2025-06/Spending_Review_analysis_big_picture_choices_BB.pdf
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than in Scotland) and social housing. Meanwhile, as a number of contributions to 

this volume make clear, there is significant competition for resources from other 

sectors – such as the net zero transition and defence.

In the longer term, demand pressures on the welfare state will only increase. Our 

ageing population will push up spending not only on state pensions but also on 

health and social care, with worrying implications for other areas if the total 

dedicated to the welfare state is not increased. 

Spending pressures are exacerbated over the long term by ‘Baumol’s cost disease’: 

public services are labour intensive, and therefore productivity increases slowly if 

at all, even in an age of AI. Think of education: good education requires as many 

teachers as ever, and teachers’ wages need to keep up with gains in other sectors 

(unless the quality of teachers is to decline), so costs rise over time compared to 

other things.

Resource constraints include people as well as money. The UK has relied on 

immigration to fill staff shortages, especially in health and social care – and 

migrants have also on average proved net contributors to the Exchequer. But 

divisive narratives around migration have led to rule changes that have made 

immigration for work much harder. These narratives also potentially damage 

social solidarity and support for the welfare state. 

If the welfare state is not protected, the effects will be regressive. Richer 

households can opt for private health and education provision (and increasingly 

do so). Those with fewer resources have fewer options. In the long run, the risk 

is that the welfare state becomes a more limited safety net for the poorest, rather 

than a collective commitment to provide for us all at times of need.

 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/69a6d7b62e1f4fbda4252208/economic-and-fiscal-outlook-march-2026-web-accessible.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2012/may/15/graph-doom-social-care-services-barnet
https://link.springer.com/rwe/10.1057/978-1-349-95121-5_3060-1
http://even
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/migration-and-the-health-and-care-workforce/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10797-023-09787-9
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-10267/
https://sticerd.lse.ac.uk/CASE/_NEW/PUBLICATIONS/abstract/?index=9820
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THE LABOUR MARKET
Hannah Slaughter

WHAT IS THE SITUATION NOW?

The labour market has deteriorated significantly since the 2024 General Election. 

The unemployment rate has risen from 4.1% in July 2024 to 4.9% in June 2026. 

Unemployment peaked at 5.2% in late 2025, close to the Covid-19 pandemic high 

of 5.3%, and the highest rate outside the pandemic since 2015. The working-age 

employment rate implied by HMRC’s tax data has fallen from 75.9% to 75.1% 

over the same period, equivalent to over 300,000 fewer people in work. There 

have been some signs of stabilisation this year – unemployment has stopped 

rising and payrolled employment has stopped falling – but we are yet to see 

substantial improvements.

As is often the case, young people are at the sharp end of this slowdown. Youth 

unemployment reached 16.4% in May 2026, its highest rate in 11 years, and the 

number of 16-24 year-olds not in education, employment or training (NEET) 

passed 1 million this spring for the first time in more than a decade. Employment 

gaps between different parts of the UK are substantial and among the largest in 

the OECD. For example, the employment rate is 69.6% in Newcastle, at the 10th 

percentile of UK local authorities, compared with 82.8% in Wiltshire, at the 

90th.

The picture on pay is not much brighter. Pay growth is slowing in cash terms: 

regular pay (excluding bonuses) is growing by 3.5% a year, and by 2.8% in the 

private sector. With inflation now above 3%, pay packets are barely growing 

in real terms – if inflation rises again, workers could face their fourth real pay 

squeeze in less than two decades.

WHAT IS THE STATE OF THE POLITICAL DEBATE?

Recent debate has focused on the extent to which the Starmer government’s 

policies damaged the labour market. In April 2025, a large rise in the minimum 

wage coincided with an increase in employer National Insurance contributions 

(NICs), raising the costs of employing low earners in particular. Resolution 

Foundation analysis before the changes took effect estimated that together they 

would reduce employment by around 80,000. April 2026 brought a further 4.1% 

rise in the main National Living Wage rate, to £12.71 an hour, alongside another 

large increase in youth minimum wage rates. This prompted concern from some 

business groups and opposition parties against a backdrop of a weakening jobs 

market and rising youth unemployment.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peoplenotinwork/unemployment/timeseries/mgsx/lms
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/our-work/estimates-of-uk-employment/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peoplenotinwork/unemployment/timeseries/mgwy/lms
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peoplenotinwork/unemployment/timeseries/mgwy/lms
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peoplenotinwork/unemployment/bulletins/youngpeoplenotineducationemploymentortrainingneet/may2026
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/oecd-employment-outlook-2026_9c4f5c3e-en/united-kingdom_985655ff-en.html#section-d1e94
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/oecd-employment-outlook-2026_9c4f5c3e-en/united-kingdom_985655ff-en.html#section-d1e94
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/regional-economic-inequalities/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/timeseries/kai9/lms
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/timeseries/kaj4/lms
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices/timeseries/l55o/mm23
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/real-wages-on-the-cusp-of-shrinking-for-fourth-time-since-financial-crisis/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/real-wages-on-the-cusp-of-shrinking-for-fourth-time-since-financial-crisis/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/minimum-wage-maximum-pressure/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/minimum-wage-maximum-pressure/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/minimum-wage-rates-for-2026
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/minimum-wage-rates-for-2026
https://www.ukhospitality.org.uk/wage-increases-make-budget-support-for-hospitality-essential/
https://www.ukhospitality.org.uk/wage-increases-make-budget-support-for-hospitality-essential/
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Lords/2026-03-17/debates/415A8EC0-0455-4E0D-AE73-B5385CF31B02/NationalMinimumWage(Amendment)Regulations2026
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The Employment Rights Act (ERA) is at the centre of the debate about what 

happens next. Some parts have already taken effect – Statutory Sick Pay (SSP) 

is now available from the first day off sick and has been extended to the lowest 

earners, and the Fair Work Agency was set up in in April 2026 – but the more 

controversial aspects are still to come. From January 2027, the time an employee 

must have worked for an employer before gaining protection against unfair 

dismissal will fall from two years to six months. The details of further measures, 

such as protections for workers on zero-hours contracts, are still subject to 

consultation, amid competing claims from employers and trade unions about 

their likely effects.

The opposition parties are pulling in different directions on employment rights. 

Both the Conservatives and Reform UK have pledged to repeal the ERA if they 

win the next election, claiming that it is destroying jobs and damaging growth. 

The Liberal Democrats made several employment rights proposals in their 2024 

manifesto, including stronger SSP and a higher minimum wage for workers on a 

zero-hours contract, but have expressed concerns that some aspects of the Act as 

implemented could harm businesses. And the Green Party want a ‘second ERA’, 

including a full ban on zero-hours contracts and protection from unfair dismissal 

from day one of employment.

The new Prime Minister shows no signs of departing from the Starmer 

government’s agenda. Within his first 10 days in office, Andy Burnham 

highlighted pay in social care as a priority – something that the new Fair Pay 

Agreement is well placed to address. And he has drawn attention to regional 

inequalities, including gaps in labour market outcomes.

WHAT ARE THE IMMEDIATE AND LONG-TERM ISSUES THAT NEED TO BE 
CONFRONTED?

The overall strength of the labour market remains an immediate priority, 

particularly the plight of young people. The Milburn review will set out 

recommendations to the government for addressing these problems, although 

many of the solutions lie outside the labour market. Indeed, recent rises in 

NEET rates have been linked to poor mental health, and Resolution Foundation 

analysis shows that limited vocational education opportunities explain why 

Britain’s NEET rate is so much higher than international comparators. But labour 

market policy could still help improve job opportunities for young people. The 

government has already made some changes, such as introducing and expanding 

the Youth Guarantee. Options for going further include tailored support and 

engagement requirements for more young people receiving the health element 

of Universal Credit and reforming the Growth and Skills Levy to improve firms’ 

incentives to hire young people.

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2025/36
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/millions-of-workers-get-new-access-to-sick-pay-and-parental-leave
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/fair-work-agency
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6a049a3d22977ebc82cb3f1a/unfair-dismissal-factsheet.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6a049a3d22977ebc82cb3f1a/unfair-dismissal-factsheet.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/make-work-pay-ending-one-sided-flexibility-reforms-of-zero-hours-and-similar-contracts
https://www.iod.com/news/employment-and-skills/iod-press-release-86-of-business-leaders-say-employment-rights-act-will-harm-uk-growth/
https://www.tuc.org.uk/blogs/deadlock-broken-employment-rights-bill-passes
https://www.conservatives.com/news/labours-employment-rights-bill-will-kill-jobs
https://www.peoplemanagement.co.uk/article/1959308/reform-government-mean-employment-law
https://www.libdems.org.uk/manifesto
https://www.libdems.org.uk/manifesto
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2026-07-02/debates/4ECFDBEA-2AA5-45AB-82D7-7240E8FC04E8/EmploymentRightsAct2025#contribution-1E59216C-09D0-46EA-8501-5B8A4767928A
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/prime-ministers-speech-on-social-care-29-july-2026
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/fair-pay-agreement-process-in-adult-social-care/outcome/fair-pay-agreement-process-in-adult-social-care-government-response
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/independent-investigation-to-be-launched-to-tackle-rising-youth-inactivity
https://www.health.org.uk/reports-and-analysis/analysis/young-people-with-mental-health-conditions-are-now-more-likely-to-be-NEET
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/lost-in-transition/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/lost-in-transition/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-10827/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-10827/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/lost-in-transition/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/lost-in-transition/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/take-a-chance-on-me/
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Alongside this, the government will need to continue refining the details of the 

ERA over the rest of this parliament. It will also need to address related issues 

outside the Act itself: effectively enforcing the new measures and clarifying 

and enforcing the law on employment status to prevent employers from 

misclassifying workers as self-employed to avoid providing them with the new 

rights.

In the longer term, there are important questions about how rising use of 

artificial intelligence (AI) will affect the labour market. Bank of England analysis 

has found, for example, that the fall in job vacancies since 2022 has been 

concentrated in the occupations most exposed to AI, and an evidence review by 

the AI Security Institute suggests that broader changes in hiring are consistent 

with AI being a contributing factor. But the evidence is not conclusive, and the 

longer-term outlook is even more uncertain.

AI is only one of the long-term factors that will influence the labour market’s 

strength and resilience. Productivity growth is key to improving pay prospects; 

immigration policy will shape the size and composition of the workforce, with 

direct implications for sectors like social care; and skills policy will determine 

how well workers can adapt as the economy changes. None of these are quick 

fixes, but addressing them alongside more immediate labour market interventions 

could determine whether the weakness of the past two years proves to be 

temporary or a more lasting shift.

 

https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/labour-market-outlook-q1-2026/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/low-pay-britain-2025/
https://bankunderground.co.uk/2026/08/06/canaries-in-the-column-ai-exposure-and-the-uks-hiring-slowdown/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/assessment-of-ai-capabilities-and-the-impact-on-the-uk-labour-market/assessment-of-ai-capabilities-and-the-impact-on-the-uk-labour-market
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/assessment-of-ai-capabilities-and-the-impact-on-the-uk-labour-market/assessment-of-ai-capabilities-and-the-impact-on-the-uk-labour-market
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REGIONAL INEQUALITY
Sophie Hale

WHAT IS THE SITUATION NOW?

Despite successive governments promising to address regional inequalities, 

economic gaps between places remain large and have proven remarkably stubborn. 

Unfortunately, there is no single measure of regional or spatial inequality (which 

measures the differences between different parts of the country): household 

incomes, pay, employment and productivity each tell a different story about the 

gaps between places. The size of the gaps also depends on the geography chosen, 

from nations and regions to local authorities and neighbourhoods; gaps between 

different parts of the country are almost always smaller if we are looking at larger 

areas. 

One key dimension of geographical differences is incomes. As the figure below 

shows, spatial inequality has barely shifted over the past quarter of a century at 

all geographic levels. Zooming in on local authorities, average income per person 

in Kensington and Chelsea (the highest-income local authority) was £60,584 

in 2023, four-and-a-half times higher than in Leicester, at £13,398 (the lowest-

income local authority) – a gap that has persisted for nearly three decades.

This persistent income inequality has come about despite a shrinking of 

employment gaps over the last decade, and a rising minimum wage that has 

allowed low-paid workers in poorly-paid parts of the country to catch up 

with those elsewhere. Working against this has been the large and persistent 

productivity gaps between areas, which are important for explaining earnings 

https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/regional-economic-inequalities/
https://economy2030.resolutionfoundation.org/reports/income-outcomes/
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beyond those at the bottom. Average output per job in London, at £90,000 in 

2023, was 1.6 times that of Newcastle, and 1.3 times that of the Manchester 

metropolitan area, and the UK also stands out internationally for the size of 

the productivity gap between its capital and its other major cities. Just as with 

income, there is considerable persistence in productivity gaps: over two-thirds 

(68%) of (OECD metro and non-metro) economic areas in the least-productive 

quartile in 2002 were still there in 2023.

WHAT IS THE STATE OF THE POLITICAL DEBATE? 

Successive governments have attempted to tackle regional inequality since at 

least the 1920s and there is near-total political consensus that high regional 

inequality is a problem for the UK. But broad agreement on the goal has not 

prevented considerable policy churn – within parties as much as between them – 

and the regular launch of new funds, programmes and roadmaps has undermined 

efforts. In particular, addressing regional gaps was an explicit priority under May 

and especially Johnson’s leadership, but arguably became less so under both 

Sunak and Starmer.   

Previous Conservative programmes include the Levelling Up Fund, Towns Fund 

and UK Shared Prosperity Fund – alongside an expanding set of devolution 

deals with mayoral combined authorities. Earlier this parliament, the Starmer 

government launched two new spending programmes: the Pride in Place 

Programme, which sought to regenerate left-behind places, and the Growth 

Mission Fund, which aimed to address regional productivity gaps. It also gave 

mayors greater control over multi-year funding settlements and some tax-

raising powers (including a Community Infrastructure Levy on large commercial 

developments). 

Arguably, the country’s most prominent devolution advocate now sits in Downing 

Street. Andy Burnham has built his reputation on ‘Manchesterism’ - the belief 

that stronger regional government, strategic public investment and partnership 

with business can drive regional growth and close gaps with London and the 

South East. As Prime Minister, he has made radical devolution the keystone of 

his policy programme, vowing to deliver “the biggest rebalancing of power the 

country has ever seen” and “good growth in every postcode… across the whole of 

the UK” (albeit the evidence that devolving power raises growth in lagging places 

is unclear). 

In practice, he has promised a ten-year programme of economic renewal, with 

the reduction of long-standing regional disparities a likely priority within it. 

He has recommitted to delivering former Chancellor Reeves’s roadmap for fiscal 

devolution at the autumn Budget, which will set out how mayors will retain 

https://economy2030.resolutionfoundation.org/reports/ending-stagnation/
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/documents/5551/The-British-Academy-Lessons-History-Regional-Development-Policy-UK.pdf
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/documents/5551/The-British-Academy-Lessons-History-Regional-Development-Policy-UK.pdf
https://www.bennettschool.cam.ac.uk/blog/how-is-regional-inequality-affecting-the-uks-economic-performance/
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/article/explainer/churn-levelling-policies-uk
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-10937/
https://www.centreforcities.org/blog/manchesterism-from-devolution/
https://www.manchestereveningnews.co.uk/news/uk-news/andy-burnhams-speech-full-promises-34203926
https://www.economicsobservatory.com/how-have-the-institutions-of-uk-devolution-affected-economic-performance
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/andy-burnhams-first-speech-as-prime-minister-20-july-2026
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/pm-hands-mayors-share-of-income-tax-to-make-lives-better-in-every-postcode
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a greater share of locally generated revenues, starting with business rates in 

spring 2027 and extending to income tax later. But his enthusiasm for devolving 

power within England is much clearer than his position on Scotland, Wales 

and Northern Ireland, on which he has so far said little. Both the leader of the 

Conservatives and Reform UK have criticised Burnham’s devolution agenda, 

warning “devolution is not a silver bullet” for resolving Britain’s economic and 

fiscal challenges, while the SNP have dismissed his proposals for lacking detail, 

emphasising “rhetoric alone will not cut it”. 

WHAT ARE THE IMMEDIATE AND LONG-TERM ISSUES THAT NEED TO BE 
CONFRONTED? 

The immediate policy issue is how to make good on Burnham’s promise to 

decentralise political power. Decentralisation covers more than tax: responsibility 

for spending, and powers over transport, skills and planning are all in play. But 

fiscal devolution is the strand already committed to, and it involves several 

design choices that must be settled upfront. These include the nature of what 

is devolved (i.e. a share of locally generated revenues or powers to set tax rates 

or borrow); the geographic scale at which powers are devolved; and the balance 

between growth incentives and the risk of widening regional inequalities. Tying 

local budgets to volatile tax bases, without some form of equalisation, could leave 

the most fragile local economies exposed. Between 2010-11 and 2023-24, real-

terms income tax receipts grew unevenly across regions: by 51% in London but by 

just 13% in the North East. How that balance between incentives and equalisation 

is struck will decide whether fiscal devolution narrows regional gaps or widens 

them.

In the long-term, devolution alone is unlikely to close the substantial 

regional productivity gaps across the UK that became entrenched during the 

deindustrialisation of the 1980s. The Manchester experience shows just how 

difficult it is: despite strong recent growth, productivity remains 25% lower 

than in London. Closing these gaps likely requires spending on a scale much 

closer to Germany’s post-reunification commitments, where infrastructure 

spending and business support exceeded £27bn in a single year in 2003, which 

was approximately six times the UK’s annual spending commitments as of late 

2022. And such higher spending also needs to be sustained across multiple 

parliaments. But the public finances are especially tight, creating a sharp trade-off 

between demonstrating fiscal discipline and delivering the substantial spending 

commitments that regional convergence has historically required.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/pm-hands-mayors-share-of-income-tax-to-make-lives-better-in-every-postcode
https://london-post.co.uk/andy-burnham-doesnt-have-a-plan-to-run-the-country-says-kemi-badenoch/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cwyl8e7g0g2o
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/comment/who-might-benefit-from-the-devolution-revolution/
https://economy2030.resolutionfoundation.org/reports/the-thatcher-legacy/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/german-reunification/
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HEALTH AND SOCIAL CARE
Anita Charlesworth

WHAT IS THE SITUATION NOW?

Health and social care have been central to the government’s agenda since the 

2024 election. The Starmer government committed to reducing NHS waiting 

times, improving access to care and social care reform. Lord Darzi’s review of the 

NHS shaped the 2025 10 Year Health Plan.

Despite earlier commitments to avoid major restructuring, in March 2025 the 

government announced plans to abolish NHS England, reduce administrative 

staffing and reorganise NHS management. A Health Bill introduced in this year’s 

King’s Speech, will implement these changes. 

Social care reform has focused largely on the workforce, including the 

introduction of a Fair Pay Agreement, under which employers and trade unions 

will negotiate sector-wide minimum standards on pay, terms and conditions 

through a new Adult Social Care Negotiating Body. Wider reform was delayed and 

an independent commission on adult social care was established, led by Baroness 

Louise Casey. Phase 1 was due to report in 2026 and Phase 2 by 2028, but Andy 

Burnham has accelerated the timetable, with recommendations expected in 2027.

The Burnham government inherits a health service still struggling to recover from 

the pandemic. The elective waiting list has fallen slightly from its September 

2023 peak, but in May 2026 remained at almost 7.3 million. Only around two-

thirds of patients start treatment within 18 weeks, well below the target of 92%. 

Waiting times for A&E, ambulances and cancer services have improved in some 

areas but continue to miss key targets.

Public confidence remains low. Only 26% of adults report satisfaction with the 

NHS. While this is a six percentage point improvement on 2024, and the first 

increase since 2019, it remains the third-lowest level of satisfaction recorded in 

more than four decades of the British Social Attitudes survey.

High-profile failures, particularly in maternity care, have intensified concerns 

about safety, accountability and quality. NHS productivity has improved from its 

low point in 2020/21 but remains below pre-pandemic levels. Industrial relations 

are also fragile: resident doctors accepted a pay deal that ended strike action, 

but consultants continue to press for further negotiations and have threatened 

industrial action if agreement is not reached.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-investigation-of-the-nhs-in-england
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/10-year-health-plan-for-england-fit-for-the-future
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/nhs-england-health-and-social-care-secretarys-statement
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-bill-impact-assessments-summary/health-bill-impact-assessments-summary
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/care-workers-to-be-represented-in-fair-pay-agreements
https://www.england.nhs.uk/statistics/statistical-work-areas/rtt-waiting-times/rtt-data-2026-27/
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/qualitywatch/nhs-performance-dashboard
https://www.matneoinv.org.uk/final-reports/
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mi-nhs-productivity-growth-estimates
https://www.bmj.com/content/393/bmj-2026-100122
https://www.bma.org.uk/bma-media-centre/public-sound-alarm-at-loss-of-senior-doctor-expertise-as-consultants-vote-for-industrial-action-in-england
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Health was the big winner in the 2025 Spending Review, with real-terms growth 

averaging 3% for day-to-day NHS spending up to 2028/29. However, this is 

below the long-run average for health spending and well below the 2000s 

Labour-era increases. The social care settlement was limited to up to £4bn extra 

by 2028/29, providing little room for wider reform once workforce commitments 

are funded.

WHAT IS THE STATE OF THE POLITICAL DEBATE?

Andy Burnham committed to building a more integrated health and care system 

that provides “security and dignity” while reducing pressure on hospitals and 

NHS services. Yvette Cooper, the new Secretary of State for Health and Social 

Care, identified maternity care and social care reform as major priorities. 

Devolution will be central to debate around the Health Bill. Abolishing NHS 

England and transferring many of its responsibilities to the Department of Health 

and Social Care could simplify decision-making and make ministers more directly 

accountable for NHS performance. 

But, critics argue, it risks increasing ministerial control and weakening local 

autonomy. The Conservatives have raised concerns that the Health Bill’s 

abolition of NHS England could amount to a major reorganisation dressed up as 

simplification. Stuart Andrew, Shadow Secretary of State for Health and Social 

Care, argued that “Whitehall sometimes possesses a remarkable historic talent 

for abolishing bureaucracies ceremonially before quietly recreating them under 

another name”. The Health Bill’s proposals to transfer powers to the Secretary 

of State, remove some local governance arrangements and abolish bodies 

such as Healthwatch have therefore become key points of contention during 

parliamentary scrutiny.

Social care reform also returns to the political spotlight. Successive governments 

have tried and failed to deliver reform, so Andy Burnham’s decision to make it a 

personal priority is significant. The question is whether he can succeed where 

predecessors failed by delivering sustained change. 

The Liberal Democrats are the government’s natural ally on social care. Ed Davey 

has repeatedly called for cross-party talks, a system of free personal care, greater 

support for unpaid carers and protection against catastrophic care costs.  The 

Conservatives have also signalled a willingness to engage in cross-party talks but 

have set clear red lines around reform and raised concerns about the costs and 

potential tax implications of new funding models. 

Previous reform efforts, including Burnham’s proposals in 2010 and Theresa 

May’s plans in 2017, became politically contentious — labelled respectively the 

https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/insight-and-analysis/blogs/comprehensive-spending-review-2025-mean-nhs-health-care
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/pm-sets-out-new-path-to-fix-social-care-together-29-july-2026
https://www.digitalhealth.net/2026/07/health-sector-reacts-to-coopers-appointment-as-health-secretary/
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/building-better-centre-nhs
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2026-06-01/debates/A2EAF490-72AB-4F7E-998F-3108BD40F89A/HealthBill
https://www.libdems.org.uk/press/release/davey-calls-on-pm-burnham-to-end-the-social-care-catastrophe-as-data-reveals-family-care-costs-have-soared-60-in-five-years
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“death tax” and the “dementia tax”. Social care reform is therefore as much a test 

of the political system’s ability to deliver long-term change as it is of Burnham 

personally.

WHAT ARE THE IMMEDIATE AND LONG-TERM ISSUES THAT NEED TO BE 
CONFRONTED?

The immediate challenge is to sustain progress on NHS recovery. Waiting lists 

are falling and access is improving, but the gap between current performance and 

the constitutional standard remains significant.

Maternity care will provide an important test of the government’s approach. 

While several high-profile scandals have highlighted profound problems in 

specific trusts, poor maternity outcomes are a nationwide issue. Maternal 

mortality rates have risen since 2017-19 and are no better than they were two 

decades ago. 

The second challenge is delivering the 10 Year Health Plan. Its three shifts – from 

hospital to community, treatment to prevention, and analogue to digital care – 

command broad support, but the scale of change is hard to overstate. Successive 

governments have struggled to shift resources into community care and 

prevention, while hospitals continue to dominate spending and political attention. 

The digital shift could improve access, productivity and patient experience, but 

will require sustained capital investment, implementation capacity and public and 

staff confidence.

The fiscal context makes reform harder. Meaningful social care reform will require 

substantial additional funding. Free personal care could cost around £6.5bn extra 

in 2026/27, rising to £7.8bn by 2035/36, while a more comprehensive NHS-style 

model could cost around £18.5bn by 2035/36. Health and care already account for 

almost half of Westminster-controlled day-to-day public service spending, while 

wider pressures – including defence – mean settlements are likely to remain tight. 

Burnham has warned that, without fixing social care, the NHS will “collapse 

under the weight” of caring for people who could be better supported outside 

hospital. Will his government therefore seek to rebalance spending between the 

NHS and social care in the Spending Review?

Improving NHS productivity will be essential. Public support for the NHS’s 

founding principles remains strong, but maintaining them under tight funding 

settlements will depend on a credible productivity drive. Gains should mean 

better value and outcomes, not simply asking staff to work harder or chasing 

short-term savings.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/final-report-of-the-ockenden-review
https://www.npeu.ox.ac.uk/mbrrace-uk/reports/maternal-reports/maternal-report-2020-2022
https://www.health.org.uk/features-and-opinion/blogs/social-care-funding-options-for-reform
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/britain-is-turning-into-a-national-health-state-as-lower-income-families-gain-most-from-spending-review/
https://www.bmj.com/content/394/bmj-2026-100414
https://www.health.org.uk/reports-and-analysis/briefings/mind-the-gap-public-perceptions-of-the-nhs-and-social-care
http://health.org.uk/reports-and-analysis/reports/from-diagnosis-to-delivery


32 POLICY LANDSCAPE 2026

HOUSING AND PLANNING
Paul Cheshire

WHAT IS THE SITUATION NOW?

The new Prime Minister came to power doubling down on his predecessor’s 

commitment to build 1.5 million homes by the end of this parliament but with 

an even more ambitious additional pledge – the “biggest council house building 

programme” since WWII. Since we built nearly 200,000 council houses in 1953 

and just 1,970 in 2025, this target is an order of magnitude more ambitious than 

Starmer’s, especially since Starmer’s pledge included houses built by the private 

sector. And it is impossible to deliver without radical reform of the planning 

system. 

Ordinary people would probably think of ‘building homes’ as constructing new 

houses. However, over the years, as building has slowed to a trickle and house 

prices have risen, the incentive to subdivide larger houses, fix up obsolete ones 

and convert offices or shops has increased greatly. These other types of ‘new 

homes’ now add substantially to the total of newly built houses: in the five years 

from 2020 ‘net additions’ averaged 223,302 a year compared to an average of only 

162,490 new houses built. Newly built homes have gone from 1.4 to 0.7 times the 

volume of ‘net additions’ since the 1960s but it is on this dysfunctional measure 

of new supply which political rhetoric now focuses.

The excess of ‘net additions’ over actual building is a good measure of the extent 

of our housing crisis. The barriers to house building presented by our planning 

system have over the years generated a crisis of supply and so made housing 

more and more unaffordable and, the more unaffordable it becomes, the bigger the 

incentive to convert rather than build. Not only does housing become increasingly 

out of reach but it morphs into pokey, gas-guzzling inadequacy. 

WHAT IS THE STATE OF THE POLITICAL DEBATE?

Political parties other than Labour are presently offering very little in terms of 

policy. The Lib Dems pronounce good intentions but oppose planning reform 

when on offer. The Conservatives and Reform UK want to reserve social housing 

for the British-born. 

To be fair to the Labour Party, immediately after coming into office, the new 

government announced radical reform to the planning system. Moreover the 

revised National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) is at least the most radical 

reform since Johnson’s 2020 attempt to move towards a rules-based system 

foundered at the Amersham and Chesham by-election. 

https://www.housingtoday.co.uk/news/burnham-pledges-biggest-council-housebuilding-programme-since-the-post-war-period/5142949.article
https://www.housingtoday.co.uk/news/burnham-pledges-biggest-council-housebuilding-programme-since-the-post-war-period/5142949.article
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c3wygjz632qo
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/without-radical-planning-reform-burnham-cannot-build-the-houses-hes-promising/
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/housing-supply-net-additional-dwellings-england-2024-to-2025/housing-supply-net-additional-dwellings-england-2024-to-2025
https://www.libdems.org.uk/news/article/tackling-housing-crisis
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-57535928
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/full-steam-ahead-to-fast-track-more-homes-near-stations
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6a8334c03bd75b81e2329ac4/National_Planning_Policy_Framework.pdf
https://spatial-economics.blogspot.com/2020/10/planning-for-future-some-solutions-for.html
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Yet the revised NPPF, like so many previous sensible attempts to reform our 

dysfunctional planning system, has been so worked on as it passed through the 

government machine that it has emerged as more of a mole hill than a mountain.

WHAT ARE THE IMMEDIATE AND LONG-TERM ISSUES THAT NEED TO BE 
CONFRONTED?

There are others, but the main barrier to house building is our planning system. 

It makes all building slow and expensive but it also actively restricts building 

and land supply where houses are most needed. There are several problems. First, 

the system is discretionary. Even when there is a plan (only about a third of local 

authorities (LAs) have one), the LA can override it in deciding any proposal. 

Second, key decisions are made at the local level by political committees and the 

costs of development are very local – so the NIMBY voice dominates decisions. 

Third, wider social or regional interests can only enter after extended delays and 

great cost via the ‘appeals’ system. Finally, there has been a binding restriction on 

the supply of land around our major cities, primarily via Green Belts, since 1955.

The revised NPPF attempts to address three out of four of these problems but 

only at the margin. There is a shift towards a more rules-based system, but local 

planning committees still have discretion and are the initial arbiter. The regional 

interest in permitting development is strengthened by giving mayors the power 

to overrule LA decisions – but again after delay and costs have been incurred 

and uncertainty generated. And there has been the loudly advertised move to a 

presumption in favour of development close to well-connected stations.

This last change could have been a game-changer, but its impact on house-

building has been severely constrained. It could have introduced both a 

substantial degree of rules-based decision making and freed up land supply. 

However, most of the land close to well-connected stations is in a Green Belt. 

Then the presumption in favour of allowing building is weakened to ‘development 

is not inappropriate’. More restrictive still, the section of the NPPF defining the 

conditions allowing Green Belt boundaries to be changed – to release land around 

stations - passes the onus on to the LA to allocate the land. But LAs, particularly 

where there is a strong NIMBY vote, are unlikely to volunteer to do so.

There are, in addition, the ‘golden rules’ any houses built on declassified Green 

Belt land will be subject to. These will normally demand an affordable homes 

percentage of 50%. This ratio is so high it will make many sites unviable.

There is finally the focus on affordable housing. Our housing problem is the 

result of not building enough homes of any type over a generation. All homes at 

every level are ridiculously expensive relative to incomes. The accepted measure 

of affordability, the ratio of median house prices to median incomes, has worsened 

https://cep.lse.ac.uk/_new/publications/abstract.asp?index=6453
https://cep.lse.ac.uk/_new/PUBLICATIONS/abstract.asp?index=7204
https://www.savills.co.uk/research_articles/229130/372336-0
https://www.savills.co.uk/research_articles/229130/372336-0
https://www.centreforcities.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Homes-on-the-Right-Tracks-Greening-the-Green-Belt.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/housing/datasets/ratioofhousepricetoworkplacebasedearningslowerquartileandmedian/current
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in England from a 5-year average of 4.74 in 1999-2003 to 8.31 in 2021-25; the 

equivalent figures for London are from 6.02 to 11.76. 

This is both the immediate and the long-term problem to resolve. For every 

additional person living in England, we built 2.37 new houses in the 1970s 

compared to just 0.30 since 2012; worse in London and southern England. 

Moreover, that forward indicator of building, planning applications, is at an all-

time low. The evidence shows that building more houses of any ‘type’ – market or 

‘affordable’ – makes housing more affordable. 

The government’s emphasis on building and setting ambitious targets, is the 

right one if we are to escape from our housing crisis. But the policy emphasis 

must, above all, be on building more houses – hence the problem with the ‘golden 

rules’ – and to achieve that we still need radical reform of the planning system. 

Otherwise, the prohibitive cost of housing – and the impact this has on social 

division and on a population already struggling, as other contributions to this 

volume have indicated, with a cost-of-living crisis – will not abate. 

https://data.london.gov.uk/housing/research-notes/hrn-10-2023-the-affordability-impacts-of-new-housing-supply-a-summary-of-recent-research
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CRIME AND JUSTICE IN 
ENGLAND AND WALES

Richard Price

WHAT IS THE SITUATION NOW?

The criminal justice system in England and Wales is under acute strain, 

experiencing a capacity crisis spanning prisons, probation and the courts. This 

despite a decline in crime since the 1990s. 

There were 9.6 million incidents in the year to March 2026 - no significant 

change on the previous year. Victim-based offences fell 2% to 4.4 million; 

homicide, knife-enabled crime and firearms offences all declined. Traditional 

volume crimes such as theft and burglary have fallen since the mid-1990s, 

while fraud now forms a large component of measured crime; fraud and online 

offending produce fewer identifiable suspects, charges and prosecutions per 

incident than conventional local offences, so high incident volumes do not 

translate directly into equivalent pressure on courts and prison. Cases leading 

to a charge or summons rose 12.8%, suggesting some improvement in case 

progression.

Prisons, probation and courts form one interlocking crisis. The lack of capacity 

in the system reflects a long-term mismatch between sentencing policy and 

resourcing, worsened by court backlogs caused by the Covid-19 pandemic. 

The 2026 Sentencing Act abolished most short prison sentences and expanded 

community sentences, but these take time to affect the aggregate population. 

The prison estate is approaching a further capacity crunch driven by long-

run sentence inflation, and in the short term, a greater-than-usual number of 

released offenders being recalled to prison. The Ministry of Justice’s projections 

show that, without the Sentencing Act measures, capacity would have run out 

in June this year. Post-Sentencing Act, its more pessimistic scenarios show a 

shortfall by November 2027, rising to around 400 prison places by May 2028. A 

more cautious approach to early releases inevitably brings these dates earlier. 

The current solution to prison overcrowing is early release, but the probation 

service lacks capacity to absorb the extra load. In March 2026, probation 

supervised 258,332 offenders; the National Audit Office estimates a staffing gap 

of around 3,900 posts—roughly a quarter of what is needed—with officers on 

average managing 118% of their notional capacity. Thinner supervision means 

more missed appointments and breaches of license conditions. The consequence? 

For the first time on record, more prisoners were recalled than released in a single 

https://prisonreformtrust.org.uk/report-underlines-urgent-need-to-reduce-demand-on-our-critically-overburdened-prisons/
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/building-an-effective-and-resilient-probation-service.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/crime-outcomes-in-england-and-wales-2025-to-2026
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/crime-outcomes-in-england-and-wales-2025-to-2026
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/crime-outcomes-in-england-and-wales-2025-to-2026
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/crime-outcomes-in-england-and-wales-2025-to-2026/crime-outcomes-in-england-and-wales-2025-to-2026
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-sentencing-review-final-report
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/hojo.12507
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c6298ljegkgo
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c6298ljegkgo
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/annual-statement-on-prison-capacity-2025
https://www.nao.org.uk/reports/building-an-effective-and-resilient-probation-service/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cddndd407pqo
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2026/jul/30/more-prisoners-england-and-wales-recalled-than-released
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quarter. Currently 12,145 people in jail are held on recall, accounting for around 

one in seven of the male prison population. The Prison Reform Trust attributes 

this to a “revolving door”: prisoners are freed to ease overcrowding, breach thin 

supervision, and return to custody, renewing the pressure release was meant to 

relieve.

Court delays compound this cycle. The Crown Court backlog exceeded 80,000 

cases in early 2026, almost a record high, and the magistrates’ courts backlog 

reached a new peak of over 370,000. Long delays keep more defendants on 

remand, adding further to the prison population. 

WHAT IS THE STATE OF THE POLITICAL DEBATE?

The justice system has given Andy Burnham his first genuinely difficult decision 

in office. Rather than abandoning the 2026 Sentencing Act’s “earned progression” 

early release scheme, the Prime Minister has narrowed it in stages. He first 

excluded prisoners convicted of rape, serious child-sex and grooming offences. 

Following pressure over the prospective earlier release of the men convicted of 

the manslaughter of PC Andrew Harper, he has now excluded unlawful killing, 

including manslaughter, and historic child-sex offences. The scheme is therefore 

proceeding in a more restrictive form, with ministers saying that hundreds more 

prisoners will remain in custody. The government’s proposals to add places to 

existing prisons will be very costly and slow to deliver.

Burnham still faces a difficult balancing act: tighter exclusions may reduce public 

and victims’ concerns, but they also reduce capacity relief to an overcrowded 

prison system. Not fixing probation capacity risks adverse headlines and a 

continuing recall cycle. 

The Conservatives take a familiar law-and-order approach, emphasising disorder 

and the risks of early release. The Liberal Democrats stress backlogs, victims 

and community-based sentences and support to reduce reoffending. Reform 

UK favours zero-tolerance enforcement, restoring visible policing, and tougher, 

mandatory minimum prison sentences for serious and repeat offenders, all of 

which would need greater resources. The result is a crowded, but often shallow 

debate, where symbolic positioning crowds out serious discussion of trade-offs 

and delivery challenges.

This is worsened by online misinformation. Between March 2024 and March 

2026, online narratives portraying London as dangerous or declining rose by some 

150-200%, despite falling neighbourhood and knife crime and lower murder 

rates. Coordinated campaigns, including by extreme-right networks and state-

linked actors, have amplified this perception of lawlessness. This risks policy 

driven by vivid but unrepresentative incidents. It also undermines trust in official 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/offender-management-statistics-quarterly-january-to-march-2026/offender-management-statistics-quarterly-january-to-march-2026#licence-recalls
https://prisonreformtrust.org.uk/dramatic-rise-in-prison-recalls-threatens-to-undermine-emergency-prison-overcrowding-measures/
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/criminal-court-statistics-quarterly-january-to-march-2026/criminal-court-statistics-quarterly-january-to-march-2026
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2026/aug/30/pc-andrew-harper-killers-excluded-early-release-scheme
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/crr4wd81pdpo
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/crr4wd81pdpo
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2026/aug/12/wednesday-briefing-why-the-prison-crisis-is-about-much-more-than-early-release
https://www.conservatives.com/news/conservatives-call-to-stop-the-early-release-scheme
https://www.libdems.org.uk/news/article/fixing-our-broken-prison-system
https://www.reformparty.uk/view-pdf/keeping-criminals-behind-bars#:~:text=POLICY%20DOCUMENT-,Keeping%20Criminals%20Behind%20Bars,-Our%20plan%20to
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cp3l4kwer5ko
https://data.london.gov.uk/download/e6jd9/nme/Supporting%20annex%20-%20Mis-disinformation%20in%20London%20-%20April%202026.pdf
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data and diverts resources from prevalent but less visible harms such as fraud and 

online crime.

WHAT ARE THE IMMEDIATE AND LONG-TERM ISSUES THAT NEED TO BE 
CONFRONTED?

The immediate task is to stabilise the capacity crisis in prisons, probation and 

courts without shifting pressure between them and exacerbating the problem. 

Increased probation capacity and effective supervision are preconditions for 

sustainable early release, with the backlog in courts and the remand population 

part of the same demand equation. 

However, lasting progress requires breaking the cycle of crisis, review, temporary 

respite and renewed crisis that has plagued the system since the early 1990s, as 

successive governments ratcheted up sentencing without adequate resourcing.  

Technological advances provide an opportunity to make greater use of targeted 

prevention to reduce the flow into the justice system and prevent people from 

re-entering it. The government’s ambitious Freedom from Violence and Abuse 

strategy commits to halving violence against women and girls within a decade, 

and its recent rough sleeping commitment shares the same prevention logic: both 

require services to identify and address overlapping vulnerabilities that draw 

people back into the system. 

The tools exist but implementation lags. The MoJ’s BOLD programme shows 

how linked data can reveal patterns like repeat homelessness, drug misuse and 

financial pressures, while the MoJ/Treasury Prevention Project set out a roadmap 

for personalising support to achieve sustained improvements in people’s life 

chances, leading them away from offending. Ministers committed £100 million 

to Community Help Partnerships after the 2025 Spending Review, but rollout 

has lagged: indeed, the best examples of data-led, multi-agency innovation are 

emerging from local authorities, responding to pressures in their own services, 

with little support from central government.

Coordinated, data-led approaches can move people off resource-intensive services 

and toward independence, easing pressure on stretched public services and on the 

fiscal position. Together, capacity, evidence-led resourcing and joined-up delivery 

focused on the most vulnerable will determine whether government manages this 

crisis or spends the Parliament reacting to it. 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/freedom-from-violence-and-abuse-a-cross-government-strategy
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-pm-says-government-can-bring-back-hope-to-britain-and-launches-drive-to-end-rough-sleeping-at-the-earliest-opportunity
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ministry-of-justice-better-outcomes-through-linked-data-bold
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/better-outcomes-through-linked-data-local-authority-homelessness-and-rough-sleeping-data-linking
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/410729772_The_prevention_project_How_to_transform_the_use_of_data_across_agencies_to_personalise_services_to_manage_down_socioeconomic_risk_tackle_rising_demand_pressures_across_public_services_and_improve_the_
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/pride-in-place-strategy/pride-in-place-strategy
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/410729772_The_prevention_project_How_to_transform_the_use_of_data_across_agencies_to_personalise_services_to_manage_down_socioeconomic_risk_tackle_rising_demand_pressures_across_public_services_and_improve_the_
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AI
Will Moy

WHAT IS THE SITUATION NOW?

Emerging technologies are always hard for policy makers. Even understanding 

what they are is a work in progress. AI is not just large language models. It 

includes specialist models, like the Nobel-prize-winning AlphaFold for protein 

structure prediction; world models that learn from images and videos as well as 

text and understand the physics of the world, not just the language of the world; 

and agentic AI tools, which work autonomously and sometimes together to 

achieve goals. And AI needs to be seen alongside a wave of technological advances 

including at least mobility, robotics, augmented reality, energy, and biology. You 

do not need to believe that we face a singularity of self-improving technology to 

believe that the future will be exciting.

But in many areas, it is an open question as to what kind of excitement we are in 

for. A lot about AI is double-edged. 

Computing is the area where the earliest and clearest value has been achieved. 

People can build new tech far more easily than before, and tech is solving 

problems it previously could not. But AI-powered hacking is transforming 

cyber security risks, with warnings of imminent threats from both tech firms 

and the Five Eyes cyber security agencies. The Strategic Defence Review said 

the UK would embrace AI to provide “greater accuracy, lethality, and cheaper 

capabilities—changing the economics of Defence.” But this is true for our 

enemies, too.

Economically, AI is enabling new forms of value creation that will have big 

long-term benefits.  Who will get those benefits is one of the critical questions 

for governments worldwide. Prominent warnings of the risk of large-scale job 

displacement have not yet come true. But the CEOs of Google and JP Morgan 

have warned about overvalued stocks, and the Bank of England Governor has 

highlighted the risk of a “correction that could spread across borders”. 

Right now, our political parties are more focused on how the UK fits into an 

AI revolution that is dominated by the US and China. The US has already 

demonstrated a capricious willingness to withhold frontier tech even from 

allies, so the question of digital sovereignty is a real one. But the broader 

challenge for the government is to set a clear vision for the UK and to show 

how the opportunities and risks of AI fit into that. That challenge applies to 

all areas of the public sector: information at our fingertips makes the existing 

https://openai.com/collective-cyberdefense/
https://www.cisa.gov/news-events/news/five-eyes-cyber-security-agencies-statement
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-strategic-defence-review-2025-making-britain-safer-secure-at-home-strong-abroad/the-strategic-defence-review-2025-making-britain-safer-secure-at-home-strong-abroad
https://www.wemustactnow.ai/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cwy7vrd8k4eo
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cg5ej03p604o
https://www.fsb.org/uploads/P310826.pdf
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education system anachronistic; the potential for new cures may make the NHS 

unaffordable; AI assistance is making it easier for citizens to exercise their rights, 

but is placing burdens on public bodies. No country seems close to rising to this 

challenge.

WHAT IS THE STATE OF THE POLITICAL DEBATE?

The parties are split on how the UK can have influence. It is an open question 

how involved the Prime Minister will be, but the new government has kept 

Kanishka Narayan as Minister for AI and elevated the role to give him the right 

to attend Cabinet. He is highly regarded by the industry and has committed to 

“focus relentlessly on securing British influence in shaping AI.” He has also 

argued that the UK’s route to being a global leader in AI is not through developing 

frontier models, but by “being the world’s best adoption nation” in the public and 

private sectors. That is a plausible goal to set, in keeping with the UK’s skills 

base, tech base, and relatively rich but neglected data infrastructure. But at the 

moment it is really just a goal.

Like the government, the Conservatives show a strong focus on good relations 

with the industry. Kemi Badenoch has argued in favour of keeping AI firms in the 

UK, so it can be “ahead of the pack”. She has also warned about the dangers of 

overregulation. Yet politicians have the power to shape how AI is deployed, if not 

developed, and not using that power just gives tech firms and foreign states free 

rein.

The Liberal Democrats have framed “AI Digital Independence” as an opportunity 

to “end the UK’s dependence on US Tech Giants” and argued for “a ‘new Magna 

Carta’ to protect British rights from populists and tech tyrants.”

Reform UK promises to create a “pro-innovation environment that encourages 

experimentation and attracts top talent”, while the Green Party has called for the 

government to “slam on the brakes” on new data centre approval, citing water and 

energy use and the need for community consultation.

WHAT ARE THE IMMEDIATE AND LONG-TERM ISSUES THAT NEED TO BE 
CONFRONTED?

The economy is, as ever, the key issue. Aside from near-term concerns over 

a stock market correction, the long-term question will be what economic 

benefits AI creates, and who gets them? If AI drives growth, we may see more 

concentration of wealth, and more of a shift from labour to capital, rather than 

good growth in every postcode. And any form of change in our industrial structure 

will have losers as well as winners. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c2dk6wzjw23o
https://x.com/rowlsmanthorpe/status/2079479613277778047
https://www.politicshome.com/news/article/ai-minister-kanishka-narayan-we-want-go-faster
https://www.ft.com/content/fe043c3b-d961-4e39-9206-422bab1b90fe
https://www.cityam.com/badenoch-ai-firms-wont-come-here-if-britain-overregulates/
https://www.libdems.org.uk/press/release/lib-dems-announce-plan-for-ai-digital-independence-to-end-the-uks-dependence-on-us-tech-giants#:~:text=Lib%20Dems%20announce%20plan%20for%20AI%20Digital,on%20US%20Tech%20Giants%20%2D%20Liberal%20Democrats.
https://www.libdems.org.uk/press/release/ed-davey-at-the-ifg-we-need-to-save-our-democracy-from-tech-tyrants-and-populists#:~:text=Ed%20Davey%20at%20the%20IfG%3A%20We%20need,British%20rights%20from%20populists%20and%20tech%20tyrants.
https://www.reformparty.uk/policies
https://greenparty.org.uk/2026/08/28/green-party-calls-for-govt-to-slam-the-brakes-on-new-data-centre-approval-after-water-shortage-fears/
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Secondly, capability. This involves creating the business environment, the 

skills base, and the infrastructure to have AI capabilities that are not at risk of 

falling behind what other countries can access. The government is focusing on 

supporting British tech companies through, for example, the £500m sovereign 

AI venture capital fund. Data centres have been classified as critical national 

infrastructure. The UK has a base of skilled tech workers underpinned by some 

strong universities, but routinely loses skilled workers and entrepreneurs to the 

US.

Thirdly, adoption. Andy Burnham’s reshuffle abolished the Department for 

Science, Innovation and Technology and split AI across four departments. Outside 

experts including industry bodies, former officials, and the Labour Chair of 

the Select Committee have all been critical of a change described as “baffling 

– and bad” by an independent commentator. The Minister acknowledged these 

concerns in an interview and needs to show that the new structures can deliver. 

Meanwhile, the skilled workforce needed to drive adoption at national level – 

something that is very different from building the tech in the first place - let 

alone throughout a more devolved UK or throughout the private sector, does not 

yet exist.

Finally, AI can be a great levelling technology, enabling each of us to do more. 

But it may create digital divides based on geography, occupation, or age. As AI 

permeates the economy and society, will we see lost generations, such as the 

kinds of people who read and write reports like these, who were too old to grow 

up with AI, and may be too slow to catch up?

https://www.linkedin.com/posts/techuk-dsit-uktech-share-7484275907101143040-uJe-/
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:7485942199801753600/
https://www.researchprofessionalnews.com/rr-news-uk-politics-2026-8-onwurah-concerned-over-lack-of-detail-on-dsit-closure/
https://www.civilserviceworld.com/professions/article/digital-disruption-the-dangers-of-demolishing-dsit
https://x.com/etnshow/status/2084338479291412661
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EDUCATION
Carole Willis

WHAT IS THE SITUATION NOW?

In early 2026, the government’s education programme appeared to be entering 

a relatively predictable phase. Attention had shifted from legislation towards 

implementation, with ministers having introduced reforms to school inspection, 

presented further proposals on special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) 

and on reforms to post-16 qualifications, and responded to the Curriculum and 

Assessment Review. This review aims to create a broader, more inclusive and 

future-facing curriculum and improve coherence between educational stages.

But that all changed with the appointment of Andy Burnham as Prime Minister. 

He stated in June that the education system needed a “complete rethink” and 

outlined his agenda days after taking office. Burnham’s main proposal – to 

introduce technical pathways for all young people from age 14 from September 

2028 – has raised fundamental questions about the purpose and organisation 

of secondary education in England. Although details are sketchy, the idea is 

that students would continue to study a core academic curriculum while also 

accessing technical learning linked to employers, local labour market needs and 

work experience. Modelled on the MBacc, developed in Greater Manchester 

during Burnham’s time as Mayor, colleges, employers and local leaders will be 

expected to work together to develop these pathways, with Ofsted expected to 

assess schools’ technical offer as part of its inspections.

The announcement reflects an increased emphasis on the relationship between 

education, skills and economic growth, placing education policy more explicitly 

within the government’s wider growth agenda than has been the case recently. 

It has also reopened debates about the balance between academic and technical 

education, and whether the current organisation of secondary education is best 

suited to preparing young people for the labour market of the future.

Meanwhile, schools face longstanding pressures. Demand for SEND support 

has continued to escalate, placing pressure on mainstream schools, specialist 

provision and local authority budgets. Questions remain around the future 

of Education, Health and Care Plans, the balance between mainstream and 

specialist provision, and how greater inclusion can be achieved while maintaining 

confidence among families and schools.

School and college leaders increasingly report financial pressures, with the 

tightened funding environment combined with falling pupil numbers in primary 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/every-child-achieving-and-thriving
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/post-16-education-and-skills-white-paper
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/curriculum-and-assessment-review-final-report
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/curriculum-and-assessment-review-final-report
https://schoolsweek.co.uk/complete-rethink-of-education-needed-says-burnham/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cj4k2djd5qpo
https://www.greatermanchester-ca.gov.uk/what-we-do/education-work-and-skills/technical-education-city-region/the-greater-manchester-baccalaureate-mbacc/
https://councilfordisabledchildren.org.uk/about-us-0/networks/information-advice-and-support-programme/useful-resources-publications/what-2
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schools making something of a perfect storm for schools and trusts across the 

country. The greatest challenges relating to falling pupil rolls are in London, with 

disadvantaged schools most affected. Questions about recruitment and retention 

also persist, particularly in shortage subjects and disadvantaged communities. 

Similar challenges face England’s further education sector, which will play a key 

role in the technical education reforms but is dealing with some of the greatest 

funding and staffing challenges.

The publication of Alan Milburn’s interim review has added a further dimension 

to the debate. Commissioned to examine the growing number of young people 

who are not in education, employment or training (NEET), it highlights issues 

including school absence, mental health, SEND, careers education and the 

transition from education into employment. Its initial findings have already 

informed political debate, with the full recommendations expected in the early 

autumn.

WHAT IS THE STATE OF THE POLITICAL DEBATE?

Technical education has now undoubtedly taken centre stage in the political 

debate. Successive governments have sought to strengthen it, particularly through 

post-16 qualifications and apprenticeships. However, the current debate focuses 

on whether technical pathways should become a mainstream part of secondary 

education from age 14 (with echoes of the University Technical Colleges 

championed by Lord Baker, the first of which opened in 2010). 

The government has proposed locally designed technical pathways from age 

14, changes to Ofsted’s assessment of schools and additional support intended 

to deliver 50,000 youth apprenticeships. Reform UK has said it will prioritise 

technical and vocational education, proposing wage subsidies for smaller 

employers and a retention bonus for apprentices. For now, the principal dividing 

line amongst the main parties is not whether technical education should expand, 

but whether this should be achieved through place-based reform and public 

investment or through employer incentives and a broader cultural reorientation of 

the education system.

There have been clear areas of cross-party agreement on the need to protect 

children from online harms. The Starmer government’s decision to ban social 

media for under-16s was supported in principle by the Conservatives – who 

claimed their campaigning had forced the change. The Liberal Democrats and 

Greens also accepted the case for intervention, but argued that restrictions 

on children would be insufficient without stronger regulation of technology 

companies. There has been little contestation between the main parties on the 

https://www.nfer.ac.uk/blogs/pupil-numbers-and-school-finances-what-do-we-know-about-how-demographic-change-is-impacting-on-schools/
https://www.nfer.ac.uk/blogs/the-widening-disadvantage-divide-disadvantaged-primary-schools-appear-to-be-most-affected-by-falling-pupil-numbers/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/young-people-and-work-interim-report
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government’s plans for widening access to enrichment and the inclusion of 

children with SEND in mainstream education.

WHAT ARE THE IMMEDIATE AND LONG-TERM ISSUES THAT NEED TO BE 
CONFRONTED?

Despite Burnham’s radical intervention, the immediate challenge is 

implementation of the Starmer-era reforms. The timelines for both the 

Curriculum and Assessment Review and the SEND reforms were already 

challenging, and it is unclear how the new policy agenda on technical education 

will interact with the Curriculum and Assessment Review reforms, especially 

given the Prime Minister has made clear these new pathways will be in place for 

Year 10 students from 2028. 

The introduction of technical pathways will require decisions about curriculum 

design, qualifications, accountability and the respective roles of schools, further 

education colleges and employers. Taken together, these reforms require schools, 

trusts, colleges, employers and local authorities to work together across areas of 

policy that have traditionally been considered separately. These issues are likely 

to remain central to education policy over the medium to longer term. Whether 

the education system can provide high-quality academic and technical routes that 

command equal confidence among young people, families and employers may well 

become one of the defining questions of the Burnham administration. 

Alongside this, the government will need to demonstrate that it can build a more 

inclusive SEND system that delivers better outcomes for children and young 

people, while ensuring schools, colleges and local authorities have the funding 

and capacity to deliver an ambitious reform programme. How these competing 

priorities are balanced is likely to shape education policy for the remainder of the 

parliament.
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IMMIGRATION
Peter William Walsh and Ben Brindle

WHAT IS THE SITUATION NOW?

Immigration remains at the very top of the UK’s public agenda. It has been the 

most frequently cited concern in the Ipsos Issues Index in almost every month for 

the past year, with concern heavily concentrated among Reform UK supporters – 

three-quarters name immigration as their top issue.

Driving concern is asylum. In 2025, around 41,000 people reached the UK 

after crossing the Channel in a small boat, the second-highest year on record. 

In the first half of 2026, however, roughly 12,000 people crossed – down 41% 

on the same period of 2025. Exactly why is unclear. The Starmer government 

deployed a range of measures, including a new £660m agreement with France 

on enforcement, the ‘one-in-one-out’ returns pilot, and new sanctions targeting 

people-smuggling networks. But wider trends matter too: detected unauthorised 

crossings into the EU as a whole fell by 37% in the first half of 2026, which 

could reduce the pool of people reaching northern France.

Almost everyone arriving by small boat claims asylum, but the asylum system is 

much bigger than the Channel. Roughly 40% of the 101,000 people who claimed 

asylum in 2025 arrived by small boat, yet a similar share originally entered legally 

on a work, study, or visitor visa. Faster processing has cut the backlog of initial 

decisions significantly, but this, along with a higher refusal rate, has shifted cases 

into the courts: the backlog of asylum appeals reached a record 80,000 at the 

end of 2025. This partly reflects the quality of initial decisions: 39% of appeals 

decided in 2025 succeeded; a further third were withdrawn, often because the 

Home Office reversed its earlier refusal; and the National Audit Office found 

significant errors in 42% of sampled decisions. Faster refusals therefore risk 

generating more appeals rather than more departures. 

Around 21,000 asylum seekers were in hotel accommodation at the end of March 

2026, down by a third in a year. But most of the reduction reflects a shift into 

dispersal accommodation — largely shared houses in the private rented sector, 

rather than fewer people needing support. 

Legal migration has fallen sharply. Net migration was an estimated 171,000 in 

2025, down more than 80% from the peak of almost 950,000 in the year ending 

March 2023. The decline results primarily from lower immigration of workers 

and the family members of international students after the Sunak government 

introduced a suite of policies to restrict immigration. The Starmer government 

https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/immigration-remains-top-concern-facing-britain-public-anxiety-regarding-crime-increases-0
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/people-crossing-the-english-channel-in-small-boats/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-uk-france-agreement-to-reduce-illegal-crossings
https://www.frontex.europa.eu/media-centre/news/news-release/frontex-irregular-border-crossings-into-the-eu-down-37-in-the-first-half-of-2026-Z5YoLp
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn01403/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn01403/
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/people-crossing-the-english-channel-in-small-boats/
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/press/asylum-hotel-numbers-remain-high-as-asylum-processing-cuts-one-backlog-but-increases-another/
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/the-uks-asylum-backlog/
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/the-uks-asylum-backlog/
https://www.nao.org.uk/reports/asylum-accommodation-and-support/
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/asylum-accommodation-in-the-uk/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/bulletins/longterminternationalmigrationprovisional/yearendingdecember2025
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maintained these and introduced further restrictions on work visas and refugee 

family reunion in 2025. 

WHAT IS THE STATE OF THE POLITICAL DEBATE?

As net migration has fallen, the political conversation on legal migration has 

shifted from how many people are arriving to the integration of those already 

here. The Starmer government consulted on ‘earned settlement’, a radical 

approach to permanent residence that would extend the standard qualifying 

residence period from five to ten years (or longer, for migrants working in middle-

skill jobs), adjusted according to earnings, English language proficiency, and 

method of entry. This would make the UK’s settlement rules one of the most 

restrictive among advanced economies.

The Conservative Party proposes an even more restrictive approach, and Reform 

UK has proposed removing permanent settlement from many of those who 

currently have it, effectively seeking to deport large numbers of long-term settled 

residents (including EU nationals).  

There is now little disagreement between the government and parties to its right 

that asylum should be restricted; the argument is over how far, and whether it 

can be done within the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR). The 

Starmer government’s approach — temporary refugee status reviewed every 30 

months, a 20-year standard route to settlement, and legislation narrowing how 

courts apply the right to family life in immigration cases; alongside a controlled 

expansion of legal routes to asylum — was designed to be deliverable within the 

Convention. Andy Burnham says he backs the “broad thrust” of those reforms 

but has signalled he may soften elements, particularly on settlement. The right-

Net migration rose dramatically after Brexit but has since 
fallen sharply
Net migration to the UK, for selected nationality groups, year ending June 2012 
to year ending December 2025.

Source: ONS: Long-term international migration, provisional: YE June 2012 to YE December 2025. Note: estimates come with substantial uncertainty.

Non-EU

Non-UK

EU

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn06077/
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/commentaries/temporary-protection-the-uks-new-policies-on-asylum-and-returns/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/clywzj2vk3zo
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wing opposition would go much further, opposing any expansion of legal routes 

and seeking to block most legal challenges to removal. 

The Conservatives have committed to leaving the ECHR and repealing the 

Human Rights Act, while Reform UK have pledged mass deportations and a 

five-year ‘disapplication’ of the Refugee Convention. The Liberal Democrats, by 

contrast, have proposed joining the EU’s new migration pact, arguing this would 

allow the UK to return refused asylum seekers to European countries. The impact 

of rejoining EU asylum arrangements is very hard to predict, as it depends on 

whether the EU’s new asylum Pact makes it easier to return asylum seekers than 

it was when the UK was an EU member state, and whether UK-EU information 

sharing deterred people who had already been refused in the EU from trying again 

in the UK.

WHAT ARE THE IMMEDIATE AND LONG-TERM ISSUES THAT NEED TO BE 
CONFRONTED?

Whether the deterrence-based approach to asylum will work is uncertain. The 

‘one-in-one-out’ pilot with France remains small, and reviewing the status of 

every refugee every 30 months will generate substantial new casework for a 

Home Office already managing large backlogs. Behind the politics of asylum lie 

two practical constraints. 

First, initial decisions on asylum applications can be sped up by hiring 

caseworkers, but appeals depend on the quality of those initial decisions 

and judicial capacity, which is harder to scale. The government’s answer — 

the Independent Immigration Appeals Authority, which would replace the 

immigration tribunal with adjudicators who need not be legally qualified — will 

not hear cases until late 2027. The second is what happens after refusal: under 

half of refused asylum seekers who applied between 2013 and 2022 had left the 

UK by early 2026, since some countries resist taking back their nationals and 

long stays generate new legal claims. Returns are rising, but from a low base, so 

faster refusals alone may simply increase the number of people living in the UK 

without status.

The recent, and likely future, falls in legal migration will weaken the 

government’s fiscal position, because the decline has come from groups that make 

positive or broadly neutral economic impacts (namely, workers and students). At 

the same time, the government has not yet resolved how the social care sector 

will be funded and staffed once the care work route is fully closed in 2028, as 

well as the future funding of universities, which depends heavily on international 

student tuition fees. These are trade-offs the new Prime Minister will have to 

weigh against the desire to keep numbers low.

https://www.conservatives.com/news/conservatives-announce-echr-exit-policy
https://ukandeu.ac.uk/leaving-the-echr-and-the-refugee-convention/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c8dn3n6pvyvo
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/commentaries/qa-why-do-asylum-seekers-come-to-the-uk/
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/commentaries/qa-why-do-asylum-seekers-come-to-the-uk/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-10940/
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/commentaries/qa-why-do-asylum-seekers-come-to-the-uk/
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/commentaries/qa-why-do-asylum-seekers-come-to-the-uk/
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/returns-of-unauthorised-migrants-from-the-uk/
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CLIMATE AND ENERGY
Rosa Hodgkin

WHAT IS THE SITUATION NOW?

Decarbonising electricity, one of Labour’s five missions, was one of the areas that 

saw most progress under Keir Starmer, aided by an experienced Energy Secretary 

in Ed Miliband. The government moved quickly, removing some planning barriers 

and reducing the backlog of projects waiting for a connection to the grid. It also 

procured record amounts of renewable generation by offering more generous prices 

in energy auctions. 

Even so, although UK territorial emissions are now around 50% lower than in 

1990, projected emissions under the government’s current plans would fall short 

of achieving the UK’s 2030 Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC) of a 

68% reduction compared to 1990 levels under the Paris Climate Agreement. 

And there has been less progress on the (now) highest-emitting sectors: 

buildings and surface transport. The January 2026 Warm Homes Plan received 

a positive reception, and the Future Homes Standard means low carbon heating 

and high levels of energy efficiency will be required in new buildings from 

March 2027. After the Iran crisis pushed up fuel prices, the government also 

brought in targeted subsidies for households switching from heating oil to heat 

pumps and introduced grants for EVs costing under £37,000. Yet the Climate 

Change Committee (CCC)’s June 2026 report said the government’s plan for 

electrification lacked ambition, with the pace of emissions reduction needing to 

almost double to attain the 2030 NDC. The conflict in the Middle East may have 

driven an increase in interest in EVs and heat pumps, however, with higher EV 

registrations since March compared to 2025 and reports from energy companies 

of higher heat pump and solar panel sales. 

https://labour.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Make-Britain-a-Clean-Energy-Superpower.pdf
https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/progress-in-reducing-emissions-2026-report-to-parliament/#publication-downloads
https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/progress-in-reducing-emissions-2026-report-to-parliament/
https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/progress-in-reducing-emissions-2026-report-to-parliament/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/warm-homes-plan
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-future-homes-and-buildings-standards-building-circular-012026/the-future-homes-and-buildings-standards-building-circular-012026-letter
https://www.gov.uk/zero-emission-vehicle-grants/cars
https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/progress-in-reducing-emissions-2026-report-to-parliament/
https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/progress-in-reducing-emissions-2026-report-to-parliament/
https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/progress-in-reducing-emissions-2026-report-to-parliament/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c4gjlezq80no
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2026/apr/11/homes-great-britain-green-energy-fuel-prices
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The start of Andy Burnham’s premiership coincided with the third heatwave of 

an exceptionally hot summer following an exceptionally wet winter.  As with 

previous governments, adapting the UK to cope with the impacts of climate 

change remained the ‘Cinderella’ of climate policy (consistently overlooked in 

favour of mitigation). As of the last week of August, Burnham is yet to explicitly 

mention adaptation publicly, despite chairing a Cobra emergency meeting on the 

heatwaves and asking the public to refrain from lighting any fires outdoors. 

WHAT IS THE STATE OF THE POLITICAL DEBATE?

In contrast to the previous decade, there is currently no political consensus on the 

need to reach net zero. Reform UK have continued to attack the net zero target 

and several Reform-led councils have scrapped their climate targets or pledges. 

The Conservatives have also pledged to scrap the Climate Change Act and 

abandon net zero targets, arguing that climate change is real but should be 

addressed through market-led solutions. Badenoch has gone so far as to say no 

one who supports net zero would be selected as a candidate. For their part, the 

Greens have been surprisingly quiet in recent years on climate action, and have 

opposed renewable energy infrastructure at a local level, meaning there is little 

competition on the left for more action on climate.

It is not yet clear how the Burnham government will approach this new political 

landscape. The appointment of Miatta Fahnbulleh – previously a junior DESNZ 

minister and before that an economic adviser to Ed Miliband – as Energy 

Secretary suggests a level of continuity. Although Burnham has made numerous 

statements in support of climate action in the past, there have been few in recent 

months. Instead, the Prime Minister has focused on affordability issues, where 

energy costs are a major factor. The decision to remove VAT from electricity bills 

from October was described as providing a bit of ‘breathing space’. But it is not 

https://www.ft.com/content/27893c9a-21cb-4892-9eed-b9d549d3e813
https://www.bbc.co.uk/weather/articles/c36dr3r3ny0o
https://news.sky.com/video/britain-is-a-tinderbox-right-now-andy-burnham-issues-plea-to-public-to-avoid-lighting-fires-13572999
https://www.facebook.com/BBCRadio4/videos/we-should-scrap-the-net-zero-targets-they-are-going-to-make-zero-difference-to-t/664613962956728/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cly3pnjyzp4o
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/money/net-zero/farage-reform-councils-scrap-virtue-signalling-net-zero/
https://www.lse.ac.uk/granthaminstitute/publication/the-reform-uk-partys-approach-to-climate-change-and-net-zero-in-local-councils/
http://bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cwyq07wq7kgo
https://www.kemibadenoch.org.uk/news/kemi-badenoch-mp-net-zero-scepticism-not-climate-change-denial
https://www.kemibadenoch.org.uk/news/kemi-badenoch-mp-net-zero-scepticism-not-climate-change-denial
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c1mk2m9ree3o
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2026/jul/23/who-is-miatta-fahnbulleh-the-radical-thinking-new-uk-energy-secretary
https://www.carbonbrief.org/28-quotes-from-next-uk-leader-andy-burnham-on-climate-net-zero-and-fossil-fuels
https://www.carbonbrief.org/28-quotes-from-next-uk-leader-andy-burnham-on-climate-net-zero-and-fossil-fuels
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/breathing-space-on-your-energy-bill
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yet clear whether Burnham wants to do more and, if so, how. One area where he 

has indicated a potential change of direction is greater public control of utilities 

like water and energy, but it is unclear what that might mean for the already 

highly regulated energy industry. 

WHAT ARE THE IMMEDIATE AND LONG-TERM ISSUES THAT NEED TO BE 
CONFRONTED?

The immediate issue facing the government is whether it will do more to cut 

energy bills, most likely by removing the remaining policy costs from electricity 

or through the kind of targeted support which Rachel Reeves trailed earlier this 

year (despite resisting immediate action following the war in Iran). Cuts to policy 

costs and the VAT cut have the advantage of reducing the UK’s high electricity-

to-gas price ratio, which in turn increases the incentives for households and 

businesses to electrify. 

The decisions about whether to allow drilling at North Sea oil and gas fields 

Jackdaw and Rosebank are also likely to be on the Energy Secretary’s desk soon, 

as consultations have closed. Burnham is under pressure from unions to slow the 

decline in North Sea production and stated he had “something of an open mind” 

on new drilling in June. 

Longer-term, there is the question of building the grid out as quickly and 

intelligently as possible while keeping costs reasonable. This is needed to use 

all the renewable generation coming online and reduce the number of times 

generators are paid to turn off. New pylons have sparked local opposition in 

several areas but burying cables significantly increases costs, which have to be 

paid by all energy consumers.

The government will need to think about the impact of electricity prices on 

businesses too. UK industrial electricity prices are comparatively high because 

of greater dependence on gas, higher fixed costs and lower integration into the 

European electricity market. High prices could stand in the way of the new 

government’s aims to ‘reindustrialise’ and attract AI investment into the UK.  

Ensuring continued security of energy supplies will also be a priority, with the 

Iran conflict acting as a reminder of the UK’s vulnerability to fossil fuel shocks 

alongside accelerating challenges like extreme weather. The government’s move 

towards increasing renewable generation may already be starting to limit rises in 

UK energy bills, with electricity prices predicted to rise less than gas prices over 

coming months, while also reducing UK vulnerability to global supply shocks. 

But it brings new challenges in keeping the grid stable, with a greater proportion 

of generation that can fluctuate significantly, requiring investment in longer-

duration energy storage, and more cooperation with EU countries.

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2026/jul/08/andy-burnham-water-energy-nationalisation-utilities
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2026/jul/08/andy-burnham-water-energy-nationalisation-utilities
https://www.thetimes.com/uk/politics/article/energy-price-cap-july-rise-increase-rachel-reeves-9xh7g8k3v
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cm2gm8je1kgo
https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/uk-politics/2026/06/andy-burnhams-door-knock-to-downing-street
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/article/2024/jul/20/pylon-english-councils-fight-ed-miliband-clean-power-revolution-rural-areas
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cpwkn282n5yo
https://stopthepylons.co.uk/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cx2j90351d1o
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/economicoutputandproductivity/output/articles/theimpactofhigherenergycostsonukbusinesses/2021to2024
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/economicoutputandproductivity/output/articles/theimpactofhigherenergycostsonukbusinesses/2021to2024
https://www.nesta.org.uk/blog/how-could-the-uk-lower-its-industrial-electricity-prices/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/blog/july-energy-price-cap-iran-crisis-bills-blog/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/blog/july-energy-price-cap-iran-crisis-bills-blog/
https://www.neso.energy/document/346801/download
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And, finally, with extreme weather across Europe and climate impacts seemingly 

accelerating, this government may be increasingly pushed to break with its 

predecessors and start genuinely adapting the UK to climate change
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DEFENCE POLICY
Ruth Harris

WHAT IS THE SITUATION NOW?

UK defence policy is undergoing a shift from an expeditionary military posture 

towards preparing for high-intensity war with Russia in Europe, including direct 

threats to the UK homeland. Although the UK remains a key, nuclear-armed 

member of the NATO Alliance, it faces growing questions around military 

readiness, the speed and scale of its defence investments, and its ability to help 

offset a reducing US contribution to Europe’s defence and security. 

The government’s 2025 Strategic Defence Review (SDR) argues the security 

environment is more dangerous than at any time since the Cold War. It treats 

Russia as the primary and urgent military threat, while acknowledging threats 

from China, Iran and North Korea, as well as terrorism. The SDR commits to 

‘NATO first’, meaning that UK forces, procurement and planning should be 

shaped around the needs of collective defence in the Euro-Atlantic area. This 

means continuing to prepare the British military to fight alongside European and 

North American allies if deterrence fails.

Nuclear deterrence remains the bedrock of UK defence. The government’s 

position is that the UK’s nuclear deterrent protects Britain and contributes to 

NATO’s extended deterrence. Policy and doctrine on nuclear weapons have not 

fundamentally changed. The system is undergoing essential maintenance and 

modernisation, and the SDR states that this must be the top priority. The UK will 

also join NATO’s nuclear sharing arrangements and field new aircraft capable of 

dropping US-made nuclear bombs, to augment its maritime capability.

The government is also trying to rebuild conventional military capability. It 

accepted the SDR’s 62 recommendations, including moving towards wartime 

readiness, improving homeland defence, increasing ammunition production, and 

investing in air and missile defence, drones, artificial intelligence, autonomous 

systems, cyber capabilities and modern fighting forces. 

Ukraine remains a major priority, reflecting not just the moral imperative to 

defend against Russian aggression, but also the direct interest of the UK and 

NATO. The UK has committed £3bn a year in military support for Ukraine for as 

long as necessary. 

Finally, the SDR calls for a whole-of-society approach. Defence is not a 

task for the armed forces alone. All of government, industry, public services, 

infrastructure, communities and individuals must help the country prepare for, 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-strategic-defence-review-2025-making-britain-safer-secure-at-home-strong-abroad/the-strategic-defence-review-2025-making-britain-safer-secure-at-home-strong-abroad#roles-for-uk-defence-1
https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/360/international-relations-and-defence-committee/news/213225/adjusting-to-new-realities-rebalancing-the-ukus-partnership/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-strategic-defence-review-2025-making-britain-safer-secure-at-home-strong-abroad
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-strategic-defence-review-2025-making-britain-safer-secure-at-home-strong-abroad/the-strategic-defence-review-2025-making-britain-safer-secure-at-home-strong-abroad#the-case-for-transformation
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-10285/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-strategic-defence-review-2025-making-britain-safer-secure-at-home-strong-abroad
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-strategic-defence-review-2025-making-britain-safer-secure-at-home-strong-abroad
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-to-purchase-f-35as-and-join-nato-nuclear-mission-as-government-steps-up-national-security-and-delivers-defence-dividend
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-to-purchase-f-35as-and-join-nato-nuclear-mission-as-government-steps-up-national-security-and-delivers-defence-dividend
https://lordslibrary.parliament.uk/armed-forces-uk-future-capability-and-requirements/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-support-to-ukraine-factsheet/uk-support-to-ukraine-factsheet
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-strategic-defence-review-2025-making-britain-safer-secure-at-home-strong-abroad/the-strategic-defence-review-2025-making-britain-safer-secure-at-home-strong-abroad#home-defence-and-resilience-a-whole-of-society-approach-1
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absorb and recover from shocks. These shocks could include cyber-attacks, 

sabotage, disruption to supply chains, severe weather or pressure on critical 

national infrastructure. 

There is, however, a serious problem of money and capacity. Defence spending is 

rising slowly relative to many NATO Allies. The UK’s Defence Investment Plan 

said NATO-defined defence spending would be 2.6% of GDP in 2026-27 and 

2.7% from 2027-28 onwards. By contrast, countries like Poland and the Baltic 

States are spending around 5% of GDP, and almost a third of the UK’s NATO 

allies will be spending 3% or more in 2026. This potentially weakens the UK’s 

claims to political leadership within the alliance.

The government has also stated an ambition to reach 3% in the next parliament, 

subject to fiscal and economic conditions.  But the UK has also signed up to a 

NATO target to spend 3.5% of GDP on defence (plus another 1.5% on wider 

resilience) by 2035, without explaining how it might achieve this. 

Meanwhile, the security environment is becoming more demanding. Royal Navy 

operations to monitor Russian activity in UK waters and the North Atlantic 

were up 25% across the first seven months of the year compared with 2025. 

UK military forces are currently deployed to Cyprus and the Middle East to help 

regional partners address missile and drone threats from Iran, and the UK is also 

planning for possible major deployments to help de-mine and patrol the Strait of 

Hormuz or to monitor any future ceasefire in Ukraine. Such operational activity 

places pressure on falling fleet sizes, overstretched workforces, and maintenance 

cycles for ageing equipment. 

WHAT IS THE STATE OF THE POLITICAL DEBATE?

There is broad cross-party support for NATO membership, assisting Ukraine and 

for increasing defence spending. Some critics argue that the plans are simply not 

enough to meet the scale and urgency of the threat or address decades of reduced 

investment. The government is facing charges of ‘corrosive complacency’ over 

their lack of action to deliver on the SDR.

The Conservatives criticise Labour for moving too slowly. They argue that 

readiness, stockpiles and equipment need faster investment. Before leaving office, 

the Conservatives had pledged to reach 2.5% of GDP by 2030. They now press 

Labour to go further and faster. 

The Liberal Democrats have called for defence bonds to raise up to £20bn and 

reach the offer of 3% of GDP by 2030. The party supports the nuclear deterrent, 

while keeping a commitment to multilateral disarmament. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-defence-investment-plan/the-defence-investment-plan-funding-explainer
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-8175/
https://ifs.org.uk/articles/response-government-commitment-spend-5-gdp-national-security
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-armed-forces-step-up-monitoring-of-increased-russian-activity-in-uk-waters
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c74geex0k82o
https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/127/public-accounts-committee/news/214137/drift-at-the-mod-defence-plan-delays-undermine-uk-credibility-with-allies-and-industry/
https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/127/public-accounts-committee/news/214137/drift-at-the-mod-defence-plan-delays-undermine-uk-credibility-with-allies-and-industry/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cp388j32wnvo
https://www.conservatives.com/news/kemi-calls-for-defence-spending-increase
https://lordslibrary.parliament.uk/armed-forces-uk-future-capability-and-requirements/
https://lordslibrary.parliament.uk/armed-forces-uk-future-capability-and-requirements/
https://www.libdems.org.uk/press/release/invest-in-defence-bonds-to-truly-unlock-military-regeneration-say-lib-dems
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The Green Party wants the UK to sign the UN Treaty on the Prohibition 

of Nuclear Weapons. It would cancel Trident and move spending towards 

development, investment in diplomacy, climate security and cyber resilience. 

Reform UK focus on sovereignty and homeland security. They argue for 

increasing defence spending at a fast rate. The wider critique is that the UK state 

has become weak and overstretched. 

The debate is not about whether defence matters. It is about how much to spend 

and how fast to spend it, and for some is it about what security the UK should 

prioritise.

WHAT ARE THE IMMEDIATE AND LONG-TERM ISSUES THAT NEED TO BE 
CONFRONTED?

The UK must decide how quickly to rebuild munitions stocks, improve training, 

maintain equipment and strengthen air, missile, cyber and maritime defences. It 

must also sustain support for Ukraine while ensuring that its own inventories 

and underlying supply chains are not overstretched. Personnel pressures are 

another immediate concern. Modern forces depend on skilled people as much as 

equipment. Recruitment, retention, housing, pay, training and technical skills all 

affect readiness. The SDR places personnel at the centre of reform, but the effect 

will depend on sustained delivery over several years.

The UK must simultaneously fund nuclear renewal, ships, combat aircraft, air 

defence, space, cyber and digital systems. It must also adapt to cheaper and 

faster technologies, including AI-enabled systems. Defence industry will need 

predictable demand, access to finance, skilled workers and faster procurement 

processes to increase production and innovate at speed. At the same time, the UK 

must balance its stated goal to ‘buy British’ with the need for speed, access to the 

best technologies, and interoperability with NATO allies.

The central challenge, then, is alignment. Policy, budgets, industry, personnel and 

public resilience must move together. If one element lags, the whole programme 

becomes harder to deliver. The UK has set a clearer direction than in recent 

years. The test now is whether the seriousness of funding, procurement and 

implementation can match the stated ambition and the scale and speed of the 

threat.

https://greenparty.org.uk/about/our-manifesto/a-fairer-greener-world/
https://greenparty.org.uk/about/our-manifesto/a-fairer-greener-world/
https://www.reformparty.uk/policies
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-procurement-to-prioritise-national-security
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UK-EU RELATIONS
Anand Menon

WHAT IS THE SITUATION NOW?

Brexit has become a subject of renewed debate, not least because a broad 

consensus has emerged about its significant impact on the UK economy. At a 

time of growing fiscal pressure and a desperate search for growth, a 3-5% hit to 

GDP – with goods trade particularly badly affected – cannot easily be ignored. 

The Starmer government undertook a ‘reset’ of relations with the EU aiming to 

deepen trade and security cooperation while respecting its manifesto ‘red lines’ 

of no return to a customs union, the single market or free movement of people. 

Its positive tone was welcomed in European capitals, and relations have warmed 

significantly since 2024. Yet, while Starmer oversaw the signing of a Security and 

Defence Pact, and agreement on issues such as UK participation in the Erasmus+ 

exchange scheme, negotiations on the main economic priorities of the ‘reset’ were 

still ongoing when he resigned as Prime Minister. 

Concluding the talks has proven tricky, not least because they are contingent 

on the agreement of a youth mobility scheme. Here, disagreements remain over 

whether numbers should be capped and whether EU nationals should be entitled 

to much lower ‘domestic’ tuition fee rates (something which would either hit 

UK universities’ funding, or require a UK government-funded top-up). Should 

negotiations be completed, they will not be economically revolutionary: adding 

only a fraction of a percent to UK GDP over the next fifteen years. 

As for prospects under the new government, much will hinge on Prime Minister 

Burnham’s approach. Although on the record as supporting the UK rejoining the 

EU, he has moderated this stance significantly since standing for election in the 

Leave-voting seat of Makerfield: barely mentioning the topic at all other than a 

vague ambition to “consolidate the progress” of existing negotiations.

WHAT IS THE STATE OF THE POLITICAL DEBATE?

Brexit is no longer anywhere near as salient as it was when the UK was 

negotiating its exit. That being said, the Starmer government showed signs of 

being interested in weaponising the issue to attack the Conservatives and Reform 

UK, and towards its end, there was a growing debate within the Labour Party 

about whether the red lines from the 2024 manifesto should be respected. 

In contrast, both Reform UK and the Conservatives have stated that they will 

resile from any new arrangements negotiated by Labour with the EU, emphasising 

in particular their opposition to new arrangements for food that involve the UK 

https://ukandeu.ac.uk/brexit-ten-years-on-the-economy/
https://www.ft.com/content/552b8fca-6dad-4b41-a0be-54d2cd70e3cb
https://ukandeu.ac.uk/the-economics-of-brexit/
https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/uk-politics/2025/09/andy-burnham-i-want-to-rejoin-the-eu
https://www.thetimes.com/uk/politics/article/andy-burnham-defence-nato-investment-rebuild-bc7rnr5l5
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2025/05/16/farage-make-me-pm-and-ill-scrap-starmer-brexit-deal/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2025/05/19/starmers-brexit-betrayal-is-a-national-humiliation/
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‘dynamically aligning’ with EU rules over which it has no formal say. In addition, 

both parties have signalled their intention to take the UK out of the European 

Convention on Human Rights which, as we have argued, would ‘likely lead to the 

suspension of the UK-EU Trade and Cooperation Agreement: adding major costs 

to UK trade with the EU and necessitating the renegotiation of the Belfast/Good 

Friday Agreement’. Reform UK have also proposed banning foreigners – including 

EU citizens with settled status – from claiming benefits: a move that would 

require a renegotiation of the Withdrawal Agreement and would likely spark EU 

retaliation, affecting British people living in the EU. 

The Liberal Democrats and Green Party, for their part, have argued for a more 

ambitious reset. The latter are in favour of ultimately rejoining, supporting a 

customs union and freedom of movement immediately. The Liberal Democrats 

back UK entry into the single market and customs union. The Europe question, 

then, is far from eliciting the kind of broad cross-party consensus that 

characterises, say, attitudes towards the war in Ukraine. 

WHAT ARE THE IMMEDIATE AND LONG-TERM ISSUES THAT NEED TO BE 
CONFRONTED?

The immediate priority for the government will be to reschedule the UK-EU 

summit and attempt to get ongoing negotiations – on an agricultural deal, linkage 

of carbon pricing systems, and youth mobility – over the line beforehand. 

Beyond that, there is the question of what ambitions, if any, the new government 

has for building on these measures. The new Minister for Europe, Hamish 

Falconer, has indicated that he intends to move faster and be more ambitious in 

securing closer ties with the EU, but there is as yet little to suggest that there is a 

credible plan for doing so. 

To take one example: Falconer has stated that he thinks there is scope for 

progress on trade in services, including in the area of mutual recognition 

of professional qualifications. Yet, while this was a key ask of the Starmer 

government, which could imply significant benefits for UK-based lawyers and 

architects among others, there has never been much EU interest in negotiating 

what is seen by many in Brussels as a privilege of participation in the single 

market. There is a risk that this government repeats the mistakes of its 

predecessor in assuming that the EU is more willing to give concessions to a 

friendly UK government than is actually the case. 

More broadly, Falconer has spoken about applying the ‘Makerfield test’ to EU 

negotiations, ensuing they deliver tangible change to ordinary people struggling 

with the cost of living. The kinds of agreements currently being negotiated 

will not significantly move the dial when it comes to people’s experience of the 

everyday economy. 

https://ukandeu.ac.uk/reports/uk-eu-alignment-and-divergence-the-road-ahead/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cr74kmkzmpeo
https://media.ukandeu.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/UKICE-What-Next-For-UK-EU-Relations-Report.pdf
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cly555430nno
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2026/aug/09/uk-eu-reset-talks-brexit-burnham-hamish-falconer
https://ukandeu.ac.uk/explainers/agreement-on-mutual-recognition-of-professional-qualifications-mrpqs/
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Indeed, it is difficult to identify further areas of cooperation that would not 

involve the crossing of the 2024 manifesto red lines. Greater economic benefits 

necessarily imply larger trade-offs when it comes to conceding decision-making 

autonomy and accepting free movement of people. 

Beyond the formal negotiations with the EU, the government must also come up 

with a way to react to recent EU initiatives that pose significant challenges to 

UK businesses. The ‘Made in Europe’ local content rules due to take effect via 

the Industrial Accelerator Act currently under negotiation could have significant 

negative implications for the participation of UK firms in EU supply chains 

should the government fail to persuade the EU otherwise. 

Looking further ahead, the government will need to start considering how it 

might approach the issue of the EU at the next election. There are some in the 

Labour Party who have argued that the red lines should be watered down, if not 

removed entirely, with some MPs pressing for the party to adopt a position of 

rejoining, not least as a way of crystallising the division between the ‘progressive’ 

left and the parties on the right. 

Ultimately, the government will have to decide whether the ‘Makerfield test’ 

means genuinely seeking substantive improvements to the everyday lives of 

British people or respecting the political sensitivities of Leave voters.

 

https://ukandeu.ac.uk/introducing-the-ukice-staircase/
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FOREIGN POLICY
Anand Menon

WHAT IS THE SITUATION NOW?

Keir Starmer was generally thought to have handled foreign policy well, albeit 

‘never here Keir’ was criticised for devoting too much time to international 

matters. In his defence, his premiership coincided with a period of profound 

international instability and a succession of challenges, including the need to deal 

with an unpredictable American President (who at one point seemed to threaten 

the territorial integrity of a NATO ally); to respond to crises in the Middle East 

and the Gulf; to rebuild relations with European partners; and to figure out how 

best to manage relations with China, both a major trading partner and a potential 

security risk. 

But although Starmer proved relatively adept at reacting to, and managing, 

crises, what he signally failed to do was address the difficult choices increasingly 

confronting the UK: relating its key relationships and the challenges confronting 

a medium-sized power in a world dominated by competition between continental-

sized economies. 

We currently know very little about the intentions of his successor. Andy 

Burnham has no track record when it comes to foreign policy, and has been keen 

to stress that his focus will be on domestic issues.   

New Foreign Secretary Ed Miliband has stated he intends to put the climate 

crisis and international development at the heart of his foreign policy (under 

Keir Starmer, aid spending was reduced from 0.5% of GNI to 0.3%, with a large 

proportion of that devoured by domestic spending on refugees). In his inaugural 

remarks to Foreign Office staff, he emphasised values and international law as 

much as he did UK national interests. 

What is less clear is whether the new Prime Minister shares these liberal 

internationalists values, and whether, if he does, a focus on law, climate 

and development is feasible in an international environment increasingly 

characterised, as John Bew has argued, by raw power. 

WHAT IS THE STATE OF THE POLITICAL DEBATE?

Foreign policy is not a decisive issue in UK politics. Under Starmer, there were 

occasional political spats over specific issues such as the deal ceding control over 

the Chagos Islands (relations with the EU, where there is genuine disagreement, 

is covered in a different section). There has been more sustained debate over 

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2026/jul/26/ed-miliband-development-climate-crisis-uk-foreign-policy-world-bank-seat
https://www.economist.com/britain/2026/03/26/britains-foreign-aid-morphs-from-open-handed-to-hard-headed
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/statement-from-ed-miliband-on-his-appointment-as-foreign-secretary
https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/2024/12/rise-of-machinepolitik-international-relations
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his attempts to foster close relations with the Trump administration. The 

Liberal Democrats have called for the UK nuclear deterrent to become entirely 

independent of US technology, have introduced proposals to block US interference 

in UK politics, and have demanded that the UK withdraw consent for the US to 

use military airbases in the conflict with Iran. 

On the other side of the political spectrum, Nigel Farage has, as I noted in 

this report last year, had to row back somewhat on his earlier enthusiasm for 

emphasising his close relationship with the US President, while early attempts 

by the Conservatives and Reform UK to attack Keir Starmer over his failure to 

support the US war with Iran proved short-lived (and ill-judged). 

The Green Party had seen its membership numbers surge, partly because of 

dissatisfaction with the Starmer government’s approach to the occupation of 

Gaza. Yet the party is struggling to define foreign policies to attract floating 

voters and withstand the more intense scrutiny to which it is being subjected. 

There is the prospect of bitter fights at its autumn conference as members seek 

to update positions on issues such as defence spending and NATO. 

Both the Conservatives and Reform UK have been critical of what they see as 

insufficient progress towards raising defence spending, with Kemi Badenoch 

offering to work with Starmer or his successor to legislate for welfare cuts to 

fund higher spending. 

WHAT ARE THE IMMEDIATE AND LONG-TERM ISSUES THAT NEED TO BE 
CONFRONTED?

The immediate issues confronting the government centre on the trade-offs 

necessary to meet its defence spending commitments, and the need to consider 

whether and when to reschedule the UK-EU summit that was postponed in July, 

while beginning to plan for the UK’s Presidency of the G20 in 2027. 

Longer term, reconciling means and ends will continue to be a challenge in a time 

of heightened fiscal pressures. Meeting existing pledges on defence spending will 

necessitate some compelling arguments as to why scarce resources should be 

spent on international as opposed to domestic priorities. Former Foreign Secretary 

Yvette Cooper had begun to argue that “effective foreign policy is domestic 

policy”, but a more concerted effort to emphasise the importance of foreign policy 

will be required should the government be serious about attaining the target of 

spending 3% of GDP on defence during the next parliament. 

Development assistance will also be subject to fiscal pressure, not least given 

the rhetorical emphasis placed on this by the new Foreign Secretary. Initial 

indications are hardly encouraging for Mr Miliband. The new Prime Minister 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2026/mar/15/uk-needs-nuclear-deterrent-independent-from-us-ed-davey-to-say
https://www.libdems.org.uk/press/release/davey-unveils-plan-to-stop-trumps-interference-in-british-politics
https://ukandeu.ac.uk/reports/policy-landscape-2025/
https://www.politicshome.com/news/article/snchez-doctrine-greens-remaking-foreign-policy-offer
https://news.sky.com/story/kemi-badenoch-urges-labour-leadership-rivals-to-cut-welfare-spending-and-boost-defence-13553762
https://www.chathamhouse.org/publications/the-world-today/2026-06/britains-place-new-world-order
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2026/jul/22/bus-fare-cap-aid-budget-hit-poorest-burnham-action-aid
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funded his £2 cap on bus fares by changing international climate donations 

– largely intended for the poorest countries – into repayable loans. It has also 

been revealed that Kirsty McNeill, aid minister, will not attend cabinet as her 

immediate predecessors did.

The government will also face pressure to formulate a more strategic response 

to a rapidly shifting international environment. Outside the European Union, Mr 

Burnham will have to calibrate his approaches towards the US, EU and China, 

conscious not only of the need to avoid excessive dependence (on China for 

critical minerals and on the US and China for key technologies), but also of the 

ways in which policies towards one might impact on the attitudes of the others. 

There are clear dangers for the UK in excessive dependence on a less than reliable 

United States. President Trump’s unpredictability has sparked conversation 

among European allies about how they might compensate for a less reliable US 

security guarantee – conversations the UK will need to work harder to participate 

in fully as a non-member state. At the same time, growing tensions between the 

EU and the US might force the UK into the kind of choice between the two that 

post-war British foreign policy has attempted for so long to avoid. 

“Our purpose is to shape the world, not to be shaped by it” declared Yvette 

Cooper in a speech at Chatham House. This is all the more important when the 

domestic impact of ‘international’ events such as the wars in Ukraine in the 

Gulf are more apparent than ever. The ultimate danger, however, is that, in a 

world increasingly shaped by the interactions of continental-sized blocs, and in 

which the post-Second World War liberal international order seems to be under 

increasing strain, even a relatively influential middle power such as the UK risks 

being unable to do so. 
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DEVOLUTION IN ENGLAND
Andrew Carter

WHAT IS THE SITUATION NOW?

English devolution has expanded considerably over the last decade, albeit from a 

highly centralised starting point, and with national conditions still limiting local 

autonomy. In particular, after an initial focus on creating mayoral authorities for 

the big cities, there are now 14 Mayoral Strategic Authorities (MSAs), covering 

around 52% of England’s population.

The English Devolution and Community Empowerment Act 2026 established 

Strategic Authorities in law and expanded their responsibilities through a tiered 

framework. The framework represents a move towards greater standardisation 

after a decade in which devolution developed largely through individual deals, 

although differences between places remain. It also formalised a ‘Right to 

Request’, allowing Mayoral Strategic Authorities to ask government for additional 

powers on an ongoing basis, with government required to consider and respond to 

those requests.

Mayors’ primary responsibilities concern the local economy. They join up their 

responsibilities in Local Growth Plans, which set out a long-term strategy for 

economic growth across transport, business support, innovation, skills, housing 

and regeneration. In addition, mayors also have some responsibilities related to 

environment and net zero, health, wellbeing and public service reform, public 

safety, and culture.

Seven MSAs currently have Integrated Settlements, with nearly £16bn 

committed between 2025–26 and 2029–30. These combine more than 30 funding 

pots from eight government departments, although departments remain heavily 

involved in determining how the money is spent.

The Burnham government’s ‘Rewiring the State’ programme, published in July 

2026, proposes to go considerably further than the incremental deal-making 

approach that characterised earlier phases of English devolution. It commits 

every part of England to being covered by, or establishing, a Strategic Authority 

by the end of 2027, with full coverage by the end of 2028. Areas will not have 

to adopt mayors, although mayoral areas will continue to receive greater powers 

and funding. No10 North has assumed responsibility for devolution strategy 

from MHCLG and local economic growth policy from the Treasury, while mayors 

have been brought into national economic policymaking through the National 

Economic Council.

https://www.centreforcities.org/publication/understanding-englands-mayors-the-powers-they-have-and-the-role-they-can-play-in-delivering-devolution/
https://www.centreforcities.org/publication/understanding-englands-mayors-the-powers-they-have-and-the-role-they-can-play-in-delivering-devolution/
https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/4002
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/integrated-settlements-for-mayoral-combined-authorities
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/integrated-settlements-for-mayoral-combined-authorities
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/rewiring-the-state-cabinet-statement/rewiring-the-state-cabinet-statement-html
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Significantly, Burnham has set out an important change to how MSAs will 

be funded. From 2028, mayors are expected to be given a share of income tax 

generated in their areas in place of some of the grants they receive from central 

government, alongside greater retention of business rates. Strategic Authorities 

will also be able to introduce an ‘overnight visitor levy’. This reflects the fact that 

just 4.8% of national taxation is collected sub-nationally, the lowest share in the 

G7. Centre for Cities analysis suggests that replacing existing economy-related 

Integrated Settlement funding would require roughly 7% of locally raised income 

tax revenues in mayoral areas in the North and Midlands, and less than 2% in 

London.

Initially, income tax sharing will change how existing spending is funded, 

but over time it will create a more direct relationship between local economic 

performance and the revenues available to mayors, increasing their flexibility 

and ability to borrow to invest in local priorities. The precise design of the tax-

sharing arrangement and the additional mayoral powers will be set out in a white 

paper scheduled for autumn 2026.

WHAT IS THE STATE OF THE POLITICAL DEBATE?

The new Prime Minister, himself a former metro mayor, has made devolution 

central to his political and policy project, arguing that it will improve growth, 

public services and living standards. This has disrupted the relatively stable 

cross-party consensus of the past decade. There remains broad political support 

for moving decisions out of Whitehall but there is less agreement over the scale, 

form and objectives of devolution.

The Conservatives, once the pace-setters for devolution, have become more 

sceptical, arguing that more devolution is not itself an answer to weak growth, 

and criticising No10 North as a gimmick. Reform UK, despite having two 

mayors, has criticised expansion of the mayoral model as an additional layer of 

bureaucracy. The Liberal Democrats and Greens remain supportive of devolution, 

but argue that the government is too focused on big cities and larger mayoral 

authorities.

The debate is likely to focus on what kind of devolution England should have: 

how powerful mayors should be; whether economic and fiscal powers should 

accompany responsibility for public services; and how powers should be divided 

between central government, mayors and local authorities.  

https://www.oecd.org/en/data/datasets/oecd-fiscal-decentralisation-database.html
https://www.centreforcities.org/publication/fiscal-devolution-for-england/
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WHAT ARE THE IMMEDIATE AND LONG-TERM ISSUES THAT NEED TO BE 
CONFRONTED?

The immediate challenge is implementation. England is simultaneously 

expanding the number of Strategic Authorities and giving them more 

responsibilities, and reorganising local government into a single-tier system. 

Many mayoral authorities lack the staff, expertise and administrative capacity 

needed to exercise their expanding powers. The government has acknowledged 

this challenge and has committed to transferring additional resources alongside 

any additional functions, and to transferring civil servants from Whitehall.

This expansion is taking place against a very difficult financial backdrop for local 

government. Strategic Authorities depend on functioning councils to deliver 

many services, yet 35 councils were budgeted to receive £1.5bn of Exceptional 

Financial Support in 2026–27. Devolving strategic responsibility will not resolve 

these financial problems, and councils struggling to maintain statutory services 

or balance their budgets will constrain the wider devolution agenda.

In the medium term, fiscal devolution will become a core issue. Tax sharing will 

strengthen the relationship between local economic growth and the resources 

available to mayors. But tax bases differ substantially between places. A system 

that allows areas to retain more of the proceeds of economic growth will also need 

to reconcile incentives for local growth with redistribution between places with 

different economic strengths.

Meanwhile, larger budgets and broader powers will increase the need for effective 

scrutiny and clarity over which institutions voters should hold responsible for 

what outcomes.

Finally, there is the question of impact. Burnham’s political case for devolution 

is ambitious. But devolution is a change in the machinery of government, not 

an outcome in itself, and its effects on growth and spatial inequality are not 

automatic. Greater local control will improve coordination and allow policy 

to reflect local circumstances, but outcomes will also depend on resources, 

institutional capacity, national economic policy and differences between places.

The next phase of devolution will be judged not by how many powers leave 

Whitehall, but by whether mayoral authorities use them to improve outcomes.
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DEVOLUTION IN THE UK
Nicola McEwen

WHAT IS THE SITUATION NOW?

Prime Minister Andy Burnham has made it his mission to “take power out of 

Westminster and carry it into every postcode in the country”. But it is not clear 

the ‘devolution revolution’ will extend beyond England’s borders. 

Of course, one might think there is less need to progress devolution to Scotland, 

Wales and Northern Ireland, because they already have far more autonomy 

from Westminster than English regions. But Scotland and Wales are nations, 

not regions. And following the elections in May, the Prime Minister must 

now face three First Ministers from nationalist parties whose ultimate goal is 

political independence or, in the case of Sinn Féin’s Michelle O’Neill (whose 

responsibilities in office are shared with the DUP’s Deputy First Minister), to 

secure Irish unity.

Both the SNP and Plaid Cymru were elected on manifesto commitments to 

increase self-government. Both emerged triumphant in contests that witnessed 

Labour’s continued decline in Scotland and its decimation in Wales. Ignoring 

their calls for further powers whilst championing devolution in England risks 

destabilising the Union itself. 

WHAT IS THE STATE OF THE POLITICAL DEBATE? 

There have been long-standing calls, including from successive independent 

constitutional commissions, to devolve further competences to the Senedd, most 

notably over policing and justice. Plaid Cymru’s manifesto reiterated these calls, 

alongside the devolution of powers over the Crown Estate, rail, port regulation, Air 

Passenger Duty, social security and some aspects of energy policy. 

The SNP manifesto called for the devolution of energy policy, employment law, 

further fiscal autonomy, a Scottish visa scheme, and legislative competence for 

an independence referendum. These calls have the backing of the Scottish Green 

Party, whose 15 MSPs join the 57 SNP MSPs in the largest pro-independence 

majority to date in the Scottish Parliament. 

But the Westminster parliament is the legal custodian of the Scotland and Wales 

Acts and of the future of the Union. The Prime Minister has already informally 

rejected a second independence referendum. Neither he nor the Secretary of 

State for Scotland, Douglas Alexander - whose relationship with the Scottish 

Government can best be described as grim - have responded positively to the 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/pm-hands-mayors-share-of-income-tax-to-make-lives-better-in-every-postcode
https://www.snp.org/manifesto/
https://www.partyof.wales/manifesto
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-8318/CBP-8318.pdf
https://www.partyof.wales/manifesto
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cn0n8r2p22ro
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cn0n8r2p22ro
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other devolution demands. Secretary of State for Wales, Stephen Kinnock, 

professed himself unconvinced of the need for further devolution, suggesting that 

devolution could destabilise policing and the Crown Estate. 

Both the SNP and Plaid Cymru focused on the cost-of-living crisis in the May 

elections, reflecting voter priorities. Constitutional battles may thus be seen as 

an unwelcome distraction by an electorate who want their governments to work 

together to get things done. Nonetheless, championing devolution in England 

while snubbing calls for devolution in Scotland and Wales does not bode well for 

intergovernmental relations.

WHAT ARE THE IMMEDIATE AND LONG-TERM ISSUES THAT NEED TO BE 
CONFRONTED?

Labour entered office in 2024 with a commitment to respect devolution and 

‘reset’ the UK government’s relationship with the devolved governments, 

following a deterioration of intergovernmental relations under the Conservatives 

against the backdrop of Brexit.

This included bringing forward a statutory review of the 2020 UK Internal 

Market Act, legislation enacted despite considerable opposition from, and 

without the consent of, the devolved legislatures. The Act was intended to 

facilitate frictionless trade across the UK after Brexit. Exclusions from its 

‘Market Access Principles’ can be sought, without guarantee of being granted, 

bringing complexity and uncertainty to the legislative process. Without such 

exclusions, some rules drawn up by devolved governments would not apply 

to goods and services from other parts of the UK, making it more difficult to 

realise policy goals. The Act also allowed the UK government to spend directly in 

devolved policy areas, bypassing the established system of territorial finance and 

often bypassing the devolved governments. The statutory review committed to 

environmental and public health benefits being evaluated alongside the economic 

costs of regulatory divergence in weighing up exclusion requests. But this is 

unfinished business for the devolved institutions, and there remains a lack of 

clarity about how, and by whom, these additional criteria will be considered. 

The Labour government also promised to restore the Sewel Convention - the 

process of securing consent from the devolved legislatures before enacting 

legislation in the Westminster Parliament on devolved matters. Long a pragmatic 

tool for coordinating legislation across governments, this was an important 

symbol of the authority of the devolved institutions within a constitutional 

framework otherwise founded upon the undiluted sovereignty of the Westminster 

parliament. But that symbolism was somewhat undermined during the Brexit 

process when withheld consent was largely ignored by the UK parliament. It 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c7vgerm0113o
https://x.com/LBCNewsWales/status/2079982317091606899
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/uk-internal-market-act-2020-review-and-consultation/uk-internal-market-act-2020-review-and-consultation-relating-to-parts-1-2-3-and-4
https://ukandeu.ac.uk/brexit-ten-years-on-devolution/
https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/committees/committee-reports/ceeac/2026/3/24/ceeacs062026r05
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was further undermined when the UK Supreme Court confirmed that the Sewel 

Convention, which was written into the Scotland and Wales Acts, has no legal 

effect. 

These outstanding issues should be in the Prime Minister’s in-tray. If not, he 

will surely confront them in intergovernmental forums. Meaningful discussions 

over further devolution to Scotland and Wales may also be hard to dismiss while 

championing devolution in England. Such discussions may come with pressure 

on devolved governments to devolve powers to Scottish and Welsh regions, but 

devolution within Scotland, Wales or indeed Northern Ireland would ultimately 

be a matter for the devolved institutions themselves. Over the longer term, 

simply rejecting calls for an independence referendum may not be enough, 

especially if support for independence increases. There is an opportunity now to 

consider, dispassionately, what would constitute and trigger a legitimate process 

for determining the future of these islands. 

The Prime Minister is undoubtedly committed to devolution. He may well 

prove to have a transformative impact on the governance of England. But to be 

an effective Prime Minister of the United Kingdom requires understanding and 

carefully managing the complex set of territorial relationships and identities 

between the nations of these islands. 
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TRUST IN POLITICS
Will Jennings

WHAT IS THE SITUATION NOW?

Some say we have always distrusted politicians, but studies suggest that political 

trust has declined across the democratic world in recent decades. Britain is a 

particularly acute case: when the British Institute for Public Opinion polled Brits 

in 1944, 35% said British politicians were ‘out for themselves’ (while 36% said 

they were ‘out for their country’). When the same question was asked by YouGov 

in August 2025, 67% now viewed politicians as self-serving. Studies drawing 

upon volunteer diaries from Mass Observation suggest voters are more cynical 

and pejorative about politicians today compared to the past – even if there was no 

golden age of trust in British politics.

A variety of structural factors and shocks have combined to exacerbate this 

decline, including episodes of parliamentary sleaze and scandal (perhaps most 

prominently over parliamentary expenses and Partygate). More recently, Keir 

Starmer discovered what Tony Blair had meant when he declared that government 

must be ‘purer than pure’ when gifts of relatively small financial value became a 

focus of controversy soon after taking office. 

Divides over Brexit and the emergence of new political ‘tribes’ have contributed 

to suspicion of Britain’s ruling class, while two decades of stagnating real wages 

and a loss of confidence in the state to handle issues ranging from immigration 

to climate change has further eroded trust. Increasingly, societal division appears 

to be being intensified by the fragmented, hate-promoting and segregated 

information environments that we inhabit – leaving extremism, misinformation 

and calls for civil unrest to circulate unchecked. 

Across Britain, rising distrust is often linked to public resentment about the 

concentration of economic and political power in the capital – for example a 

recent survey of the English public revealed widespread belief that ‘politicians 

in Westminster don’t really care about my region’ (+50 net agreement with this 

statement). 

WHAT IS THE STATE OF THE POLITICAL DEBATE?

Successive Prime Ministers have come to power pledging to restore political trust. 

Tony Blair’s commitment to transparency led him to pledge to lead “a government 

that seeks to restore trust in politics in this country”; Boris Johnon promised to 

“repay the trust” of voters who had backed the Conservatives for the first time in 

2019; soon after taking office Keir Starmer said that he would “restore honesty 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/british-journal-of-political-science/article/crisis-of-political-trust-global-trends-in-institutional-trust-from-1958-to-2019/7EF4EDA709F27C691380CFC1BCECF6B8
https://yougov.com/en-gb/articles/52925-do-britons-think-politicians-are-out-for-themselves
https://yougov.com/en-gb/articles/52925-do-britons-think-politicians-are-out-for-themselves
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/good-politician/E7FB77D8A0C16DB3360A552AA8122D7B
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1467-923x.70114
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and integrity to government”. No doubt each meant it, yet each failed to deliver. 

What is it, then, about British politics that makes it so hard to restore trust?  

One reason is that while there may be a collective, system-wide interest in 

rebuilding trust, individual actors have incentives to engage in short-term 

behaviours and tactics that erode it. The opposition and media are focused on 

scrutinising government failings, while populists in particular claim that the 

political establishment can’t be trusted, with some going so far as to claim the 

political mainstream have ‘suicidal’ tendencies. Campaign groups are primarily 

focused on getting their favoured issues on the political agenda. Even politicians 

in government adopt language that suggests people and places have been failed 

by an out-of-touch ruling class. Interviews with former politicians and advisers 

suggest that those in power often accept low levels of political trust as a given. 

There is also a concerning sense of fear or inaction in today’s politicians when 

faced with the power of tech barons. A platform like X has been used to fuel 

civil unrest, egged on by its owner, and yet ministers have been largely passive 

in response to this serious threat to national security. The spread of hate and 

misinformation on social media, and the slow and weak response of regulators, 

has created an environment in which citizens frequently encounter information 

that sows distrust in democratic politics, and which ultimately undermines the 

ability of Britain’s politicians to govern. Yet many seem unwilling to directly 

challenge the status quo, while others quietly stand back and hope to benefit 

from an environment in which voters lack trust in government. 

WHAT ARE THE IMMEDIATE AND LONG-TERM ISSUES THAT NEED TO BE 
CONFRONTED?

There is an intrinsic tension in the trust debate between deliverism, ethics and 

empathy. The first school of thought suggests that government must simply 

deliver improved living standards and policy outcomes so that people experience 

a better life. A government that presides over rising wages and improving public 

services will be trusted more. There is something to this, but it is clearly not 

enough when people feel disrespected and disregarded by those in power. 

A second school of thought suggests that governments must be seen to keep 

promises, act honestly and adhere to a strict formal code of conduct. While 

avoiding scandal and breaking pledges is a way to avoid further erosions of 

trust, it seems unlikely that trust could be significantly rebuilt this way soon. 

Distrusters are likely to remain distrusters when change focuses on institutional 

processes and conduct. 

The third school of thought argues that people must feel that government 

cares about them and will reliably protect their interests. Re-wiring the state 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/00323217241310945
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/00323217241261180
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and changing the institutional balance of power in Britain, as Andy Burnham 

has promised to do, might for some people foster a sense that government is 

to be trusted. But place-based grievances require more than formal reforms. 

Political communication needs to speak to concerns about material conditions. 

Government needs to be able to tell a story about delivering both material and 

symbolic improvements for people and places that shows it understands and cares 

about them. 

The announcement of the creation of No10 North suggests that the Burnham 

government gets this, but it still needs to deliver real change in how things are 

done. The degree to which the British government can address these challenges 

in a context of wildly unregulated information while being buffeted by global 

economic uncertainties remains to be seen. Any failure to take trust seriously 

risks, however, facing an even more discontented and disgruntled public at the 

next election.
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FRAGMENTED POLITICS
Rob Ford

WHAT IS THE SITUATION NOW?

British politics has been fragmenting for decades, but this trend has dramatically 

accelerated in recent years. In all three nations of mainland Great Britain, at least 

five parties are now above 10% in recent polls, with no party topping 30% (see 

figure below), while Northern Ireland has its own, also fragmenting, party system. 

This splintering of voting reflects changes on both the supply and demand sides. 

On the supply side, voters almost everywhere now have more options on their 

ballot papers in local, devolved and general elections, as smaller parties have 

become more organised and capable of fielding candidates. This in turn reflects, 

and helps to organise and express, changes on the demand side, as loyalties to the 

traditional governing parties have eroded, and new dividing lines – over age and 

education, identity and values – have splintered the electorate. 

Fragmentation has also magnified the impact of the first-past-the-post electoral 

system, where modest variations in support can produce wild variations in 

outcomes. At the last general election, Labour won nearly two-thirds of seats 

with little over one third of the vote, the most disproportional outcome ever. At 

local elections since 2024, Reform UK have won majorities on some councils 

with around 30% of the vote, while on others a similar vote share left them 

well short. These distortionary effects also apply in individual contests, where 

many candidates are now elected despite a large majority of local voters backing 

someone else. 

https://www.lucidtalk.co.uk/news/lucidtalk-belfast-telegraph-ni-tracker-poll-summer-2026/
https://academic.oup.com/pa/article-abstract/78/Supplement_1/30/8306922?redirectedFrom=fulltext&login=true
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1467-923X.13504
https://swingometer.substack.com/p/sandbag-to-springboard-explaining
https://election2024.electoral-reform.org.uk/
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Fragmentation is also interacting with devolution and nationalism. Nationalist 

parties with no presence in England, and often antagonistic relations with 

Westminster, are now the strongest forces in all three devolved nations, while 

the party which has led in English polling and local elections since mid-2025 – 

Reform UK – has a strong English nationalist streak. 

WHAT IS THE STATE OF THE POLITICAL DEBATE?

Fragmentation is already changing the political conversation at all levels. Nearly 

half the English councils which held elections in May 2026 are now in no overall 

control, including 31 of the 64 councils which began with a single-party majority. 

Decades of Labour dominance ended this year in Wales, which is now governed 

for the first time by Plaid Cymru alone; the SNP are in their weakest position 

in the Scottish Parliament since 2007 after major gains for Reform UK and the 

Greens; while in Northern Ireland growing fragmentation on both sides of the 

unionist-nationalist divide could make governance even more complicated after 

elections due next May. 

Fragmentation is also changing the political debate at Westminster. A more 

complex and volatile polling environment, with voters divided across multiple 

parties within two ‘blocs’ – progressive-left and nationalist-right – complicates 

the task of party strategists. If they aim for the centre ground, they risk losing 

ground to populists on their radical flanks. But proposals which imitate radical 

leaders and please radical voters may risk lending credibility to ideas which are 

extreme in principle and undeliverable in practice. 

The dilemma is deepest for the governing Labour Party, which dominates the 

current House of Commons. They have already paid a heavy price in the polls for 

disappointing voter expectations, and a more fragmented environment deepens 

internal tensions: MPs facing re-election in an area where Reform UK are surging 

will have very different priorities to those representing a patch where the Greens 

are on the march. 

WHAT ARE THE IMMEDIATE AND LONG-TERM ISSUES THAT NEED TO BE 
CONFRONTED?

Accommodating fragmentation is a live and ongoing issue for local governments 

in England, where the changes have been largest and most abrupt. Many areas 

where one party has governed with a majority for years or decades are now having 

to adjust to multi-party cooperation. Some changes are extreme – for example 

Birmingham City Council went from 14 years of Labour majority rule to a council 

chamber with six large groups. It took a month to agree a new council leadership, 

with the Liberal Democrats (the fifth largest party) heading up a minority 

https://www.lgcplus.com/politics/governance-and-structure/over-30-councils-move-into-no-overall-control-11-05-2026/
https://www.lgcplus.com/politics/governance-and-structure/over-30-councils-move-into-no-overall-control-11-05-2026/
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coalition with the Greens and independents. Fractious coalition politics may 

make it harder for some councils to respond to escalating financial pressures and 

rising demand for social care and other services. 

Fragmentation will also complicate the current government’s plans to expand 

the scope and remit of combined authorities, often with directly elected Mayors. 

This could produce growing tensions between the political priorities of a Labour-

dominated central government, and those of combined authorities headed up by 

other parties. Real devolution requires empowering not just friendly local leaders 

to chart their own course but also those from rival parties, and the cultural change 

this requires from the centre will likely become a growing issue. 

Nothing can be taken for granted in a volatile context where large and rapid 

polling shifts have become the norm, but the next general election looks likely 

to deliver a more fragmented outcome than 2024, which was already the most 

fragmented ever in terms of votes, if not seats. Voters and parties will have to 

navigate a landscape in which both cooperation among allies and division among 

rivals could prove crucial in determining many constituency results. Parties and 

their leaders also need to decide where and how they might work together in a 

hung Parliament, an outcome which looks highly plausible on current polling. 

The most obvious longer-term challenge from fragmentation is to the viability of 

the first-past-the-post electoral system currently used for Westminster elections 

UK-wide and local elections in England and Wales. There is a growing acceptance 

across much of the political spectrum that fragmentation is here to stay and 

that first-past-the-post is ill equipped to accommodate it. If local elections and 

the next general election continue to follow that pattern, there will be growing 

pressure for reform of the electoral system, and with the new Prime Minister in 

favour, the reform debate may progress quickly in the rest of the Parliament.

But, as with devolution, reform of the institutional rules is just the starting point. 

Genuinely accommodating the political diversity of a fragmented electorate 

will require a shift in political culture away from the model which has existed 

for generations, in which all political debates are framed in terms of a contest 

between government and opposition. Changing such a mindset will be hard. It has 

been baked into the norms and structure of Westminster, including the House of 

Commons itself. But if fragmentation is here to stay, then politics will have to 

adapt. 

 

https://natcen.ac.uk/low-trust-governments-drives-growing-demand-electoral-reform
https://natcen.ac.uk/low-trust-governments-drives-growing-demand-electoral-reform
https://electoral-reform.org.uk/what-has-andy-burnham-said-about-the-voting-system/
https://electoral-reform.org.uk/what-has-andy-burnham-said-about-the-voting-system/
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ELECTORAL REFORM
David Klemperer

WHAT IS THE SITUATION NOW?

The July 2024 general election produced the most disproportionate result in 

British history: Labour won more than 63% of seats despite winning less than 

34% of the vote; Reform UK and the Greens won less than 2% of seats between 

them despite together winning over 20% of the vote. 

This result was the product of the interaction between the UK’s first-past-

the-post (FPTP) electoral system – whose winner-take-all-logic and single-

member constituencies disproportionately reward large parties and those with 

geographically concentrated support – and the electoral reality of increasing 

political fragmentation, with voters no longer content to confine themselves to 

choosing between two main parties. 

Source: UK Parliament: Results for the UK general election on 4 July 2024.
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This election also saw turnout – already low by international standards – fall to 

its second lowest level since universal suffrage was introduced. Less than 60% 

of registered voters (and barely more than 50% of eligible voters) cast a ballot. 

Non-voting was particularly concentrated amongst younger, poorer, and more 

economically insecure demographics.

The combined effect of low turnout, political fragmentation, and FPTP is 

that election results are increasingly volatile, and governments can be elected 

on extremely narrow bases of support. Meanwhile, differential turnout rates 

and FPTP’s premium on geographical concentration of support both distort 

incentives for political parties – pushing them to focus on some voters more than 

others. This has all sparked renewed interest in the idea of electoral reform for 

Westminster elections.

0

1

2

3

4

5

Effective number of electoral parties Effective number of parliamentary parties

Voters are increasingly unwilling to choose between the 
two main parties at general elections
Effective number of parties standing for election and effective number of 
parties elected to parliament, at UK general elections, 1945-2024.

Source: University of Nottingham: the database of WHO governs in Europe and beyond. Effective Number of Electoral Parties (ENEP) and Effective Number of Parliamentary 
Parties (ENPP) are established indices uses by political scientists to measure how many parties (weighted according to size) are in a party system following a given election, 
amongst the electorate and in Parliament respectively. The respective formulae are ENEP=1/Σvi² and ENPP=1/Σsi², where vi/si is the proportion of votes/seats of the ith party. 
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Things already operate differently at the devolved level in Scotland, Wales, and 

Northern Ireland, where legislatures are elected using voting systems based on 

the principle of Proportional Representation (PR) – the idea that the share of 

seats won by each party should roughly match its share of the vote. 

WHAT IS THE STATE OF THE POLITICAL DEBATE?

Defenders of the current set-up argue that FPTP has historically served to 

prevent political fragmentation, produce strong single-party governments, and 

provide clarity and direct accountability for voters at the both the constituency 

and the national level. In countries which use PR electoral systems, generally 

no single party wins enough seats to form a government alone, making multi-

party coalition governments the norm. For supporters of FPTP, such coalitions 

undermine accountability and limit the ability of voters to choose between 

alternative governments. 

However, the UK has a long-standing electoral reform movement that campaigns 

for the replacement of FPTP with a PR system. Electoral reformers present PR 

as inherently fairer and more democratic, and contest the idea that single-party 

majority governments are necessarily superior to coalitions. They also argue 

that whatever advantages FPTP may once have had no longer apply. The rise 

of five-party politics shows that it is demonstrably failing to prevent political 

fragmentation: under multi-party conditions it risks creating confusing tactical 

situations for voters at the constituency level, and producing extreme and even 

seemingly perverse or random results at the national level.  

New campaigns have also emerged aiming to change who votes – by expanding 

the franchise through granting the vote to all legal UK residents, or by ensuring 

near-universal turnout through Australian-style compulsory voting. These 

campaigns argue that who votes is just as important as how we vote, and that a 

wider and more representative electorate would improve incentives for politicians. 

Polling suggests the public is open to electoral reform, with majorities now 

favouring both replacing FPTP and introducing compulsory voting. Amongst 

politicians, PR has historically been backed by smaller parties, such as the Liberal 

Democrats and the Greens, that have been disadvantaged by FPTP (Reform 

UK were strong proponents until recently, but have become notably quieter on 

the issue since they began to lead in the polls). Today, it also has increasing 

support within the Labour Party, whose annual conference voted in favour of 

PR in September 2022. While Labour has historically benefitted from FPTP, the 

increasing fragmentation of its vote means it may soon find itself disadvantaged 

by it.  

https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/uk-politics/2025/04/the-age-of-five-party-politics
https://www.migrantdemos.org.uk/
https://compulsoryvoting.org.uk/
https://natcen.ac.uk/low-trust-governments-drives-growing-demand-electoral-reform
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2026/04/22/elections-compulsory-voting/
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Although the Elections Bill introduced under Starmer included only very limited 

measures of electoral reform (such as automatic voter registration and lowering 

the voting age to 16), there is appetite within the House of Commons for more 

extensive changes. Multiple amendments have been put down in support of 

franchise expansion and compulsory voting, while over 200 MPs (including 

over a quarter of the Parliamentary Labour Party) have backed an amendment to 

establish a National Commission on Electoral Reform. The new government led 

by Andy Burnham may be open to such proposals: Burnham himself is a convert 

to electoral reform, and has repeatedly expressed support for PR. 

WHAT ARE THE IMMEDIATE AND LONG-TERM ISSUES THAT NEED TO BE 
CONFRONTED?

Should the government choose to pursue electoral reform, the most immediate 

issues relate to timings and process. Electoral reform would be difficult to 

implement within a short timeframe, meaning it would likely have to wait until 

after the next general election. Even then, many would argue that for a change 

of this magnitude to be legitimate would require more than just an Act of 

Parliament.  

One option would be a referendum. However, the experience of the 2011 

referendum on the Alternative Vote (AV – a proposed non-PR alternative to 

FPTP), which saw electoral reform rejected by over two thirds of voters, and of 

the 2016 Brexit referendum, is likely to incline many against. An alternative 

option, which appears to be gaining ground, is for the government to convene 

an independent National Commission on Electoral Reform, with a deliberative 

democratic element, to propose a new electoral system for Westminster. This 

commission could be convened in the near term so as to issue its report before 

the next election. This would give supportive parties the opportunity to make 

implementing its recommendations a manifesto promise. 

There is also the question of which electoral system would replace FPTP, since 

there are many different PR systems to choose from: Regional List PR – used 

for the Welsh Parliament – has voters choose between parties in multi-member 

constituencies, with candidates then elected from party lists in proportion to each 

party’s vote share; the Single Transferable Vote (STV) – used for the Northern 

Ireland Assembly – lets voters choose both within and across parties, by ranking 

individual candidates in order of preference within multi-member constituencies; 

the Additional Member System (AMS) – used for the Scottish Parliament – 

combines local representatives elected in single-member constituencies with 

regional ‘top-up’ seats designed to ensure overall proportionality. 

https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/4080
https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/4080/stages/20676/amendments/10035049
https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/4080/stages/20676/amendments/10035312
https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/4080/stages/20676/amendments/10036997
https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/4080/stages/20676/amendments/10036532
https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/4080/stages/20676/amendments/10035247
https://www.hachette.co.uk/titles/andy-burnham/head-north/9781398719736/
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2026/may/21/andy-burnham-back-electoral-reform-if-prime-minister
https://fairelections.org.uk/national-commission/
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Each of these systems has its own advantages and drawbacks. The government 

would need to choose which system it prefers – or alternatively hand the choice 

to a commission. The government (or a commission) would also have to decide 

if a new voting system should be accompanied by changes in who votes, through 

franchise expansion or compulsory voting. 
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