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This time 14 years ago…
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The state of the public finances



The banking crisis and pandemic have increased 
the size of the State

Source: https://obr.uk/docs/dlm_uploads/E03057758_OBR_EFO-March-2024_Web-AccessibleFinal.pdf, Chart 4.6

https://obr.uk/docs/dlm_uploads/E03057758_OBR_EFO-March-2024_Web-AccessibleFinal.pdf


GDP growth forecasts
- OBR, March 2024

Source: https://obr.uk/docs/dlm_uploads/E03057758_OBR_EFO-March-2024_Web-AccessibleFinal.pdf



Government borrowing 
– OBR, March 2024



Government debt
- OBR, March 2024



The public sector, 2010-11 to 2024-25



Local government spending
2010-11 to 2024-25



Impact on social care and all other services
- central services, libraries, food safety down most of all

Source: National Audit Office



Impacts on ‘non social care’ services

Source: Institute for Government



Health and social care expenditure 
- £bn, current and capital, real terms

Source: https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/insight-and-analysis/data-and-charts/nhs-budget-nutshell



Public health expenditure
- £bn, real terms

Like-for-like,
excluding
transfers

Source: https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/insight-and-analysis/data-and-charts/spending-public-health



Police expenditure
- £bn revenue, in cash (nominal) and real terms [England & Wales]

Source: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/police-funding-for-england-and-wales-2015-to-2023/police-funding-for-england-and-wales-2015-to-2023



Fire expenditure
- £bn, current and capital, cash [United Kingdom]

Source: https://www.statista.com/statistics/298661/fire-service-spending-uk/



Looking ahead and ‘saving’ the public sector 



Source: https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/app/uploads/2023/11/Preparing-the-pitch.pdf

Councils’
revenue 
spending is within
this

Looking ahead: 2025-26 to 2027-28



Source: https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/performance-tracker-2023/cross-service-analysis



The new government’s policy positions
 - and some possible next steps

Local government
• Devolution instead of ‘levelling up’: question of resourcing?
• Fewer little pots of cash; resources transferred to general funding
• Relaxation of council tax capping?
• Planning reform: more income generation potential?
• Sub-national growth/productivity strategies to fit within national 

one
• Multi-year funding settlements
• No policy yet on social care funding



The new government’s policy positions
 - and some possible next steps

NHS, police, fire and the railways 
• Improvements in productivity to be sought: little capacity for 

major spending boost
• Possible end to on-going strikes, though the underlying realities 

will not change
• Police and fire funding likely to be ‘flat’ in real terms, possibly with 

higher council tax
• Railways to be ‘nationalised’, probably run from Whitehall, but 

certainly no additional funding
• Civil service unlikely to grow further, may contract slightly   



Does this amount to ‘saving’ the public sector?

• Not immediately, though the ‘mood music’ will be softer
• Only a sustained period of economic growth would provide the 

additional tax yield to re-invest significantly
• Regulatory reform (eg, planning, management of 

utilities/potholes) costs nothing and will be a priority
• A ‘new deal’ to balance the tax burden and longer-term needs to 

expand the public sector will be required
• New governments mean an opportunity to ‘re-set’ policies and to 

think about the future
• This process now under way…
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