Year of judgment

Bagehot     Jan 8th 2009      From The Economist print edition

The recession is increasingly likely to help the Tories

THE sausages do not look especially appetising. But combined with a tin of tomatoes, some scrapings of courgette and a sprinkling of thyme, advises an advertisement for Sainsbury’s, they make a nice pasta sauce. “Love your leftovers”, the advert enjoins. There are no celebrity chefs.

It is real, and it is here. For a time, last autumn, the downturn seemed to preoccupy Westminster more than it did the rest of Britain. Not any more. Austerity has ousted luxury and quality in marketing campaigns. Jobs are evaporating: inside the shells of Woolworths stores, all now closed, CCTV screens suspended from the ceilings flicker eerily, like macabre art installations. The pain is plain, and so, increasingly, are the main parties’ strategies for dealing with it—and the likely political outcome.

The government’s approach has two basic elements. First, eschew all blame: American financiers and impersonal global forces are now responsible, in ministerial rhetoric, for the limited effect of measures designed to ameliorate the recession, as well as for causing it in the first place. Second—and after the political success of the bank bail-out last October—do something! Thus the perpetual economic “summits” in Downing Street, and Gordon Brown’s progress through the regions this week, with his cabinet in tow like the retinue of a Tudor monarch. 

The theme of the next Number 10 summit, scheduled for January 12th, is jobs. Mr Brown has been talking about generating up to 100,000 of them through accelerated infrastructure spending, a stimulus adumbrated in November’s pre-budget report, along with the cut in value-added tax (VAT). He has announced (again) a wish to create more apprenticeships. But, in private, some of his associates argue that redundancies may prove less politically toxic for the government than was the case in past recessions—because they will not be concentrated, as they previously were, among low-skilled industrial workers ill-equipped to find alternative employment. These days, the argument runs, few workers expect to spend their careers in a single job, and the labour market is flexible enough for most to find new ones.

The equally pressing imperative for government, therefore, is to address the über-worry beneath the fear of redundancy: voters’ terror, especially acute in Britain, of losing their homes. The government wants to prevent almost all involuntary repossessions, through, for example, a mortgage-interest deferral scheme. Safeguarding homes is relatively cheap (much cheaper than rehousing people who get evicted), and politically rewarding: a rescued homeowner is likely to be more grateful to Mr Brown than the beneficiary of more general remedies. 

And beneath the crisis-management, Labour is nurturing a quiet political hope. It is that the time of maximum anxiety about the economy may be now. The hope is based on the fact that recessions, like other calamities, only ever affect a minority: that disaster, as Auden put it, always happens “while someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking dully along”. Most of those voters now fretting about their prospects, and doubting Mr Brown, will ultimately keep their jobs and their homes, and perhaps even gain from falling prices and interest rates.

The perils of power

Self-exculpation, hyperactivity (contrasted with alleged Tory inertia), homes and hope: that is Labour’s political strategy. It is likely to be undone by the sort of wishful thinking that prevented the government from acknowledging the trouble sooner. 

The problem for oppositions in crises, as the Conservatives have discovered, is that they can talk but not act. But the flip-side of the government’s prerogative on action is that it is judged on it—and the time of judgment is nigh. The banking rescue, and Mr Brown’s strutting promises of state activism, impressed enough voters for his poll numbers to rally last year. But it is now grimly apparent that the initial bail-out, while it may have prevented an outright collapse of the banking system, failed to galvanise lending. Even implementing the interest-deferral scheme for homeowners has proved inconveniently tricky. 

Meanwhile, the psychology of anxiety is unlikely to be as forgiving to the government as it would like. Most people, it is true, will keep their jobs. But most will soon have a friend or relative among the hundreds of thousands who will lose theirs, or will be obliged glumly to accept posts with lower pay. Discontent is likely to ripple outwards from the immediate victims and across the country. Ministerial protests that a bad situation might have been even worse, were it not for the government’s fixes, are unlikely to wash. Anger is much likelier to mount than diminish.

As it does so, the Conservatives’ uncontaminated impotence may become more an asset than a liability. The trick for David Cameron, the Tory leader, has been to find a path between incredible grandstanding and the seeming irrelevance that has been the result of occasionally agreeing with Mr Brown. Mr Cameron has yet to hit on a rhetorical register between bitter and bumptious. But he has started to hone a recession strategy of his own. On January 5th he announced plans to offer tax-relief to some savers and pensioners—politically savvy and sensibly discrete—while sketching a vision of a thrifty post-recession economy. He still has no macro-policy to rival Mr Brown’s stimulus. But if that flops, he may not need one—until he gets into office.

There are few fixed rules for the political consequences of recessions. Whether they boost or damage incumbents or oppositions depends on where the blame falls and who seems to offer a better prospectus for recovery. And the politics of downturns are dynamic: they have already swung and oscillated in this one, as the mood has shifted from anger to partial reassurance. But it seems unlikely that the atmosphere will be as propitious for Mr Brown in 2009 as it became at the end of 2008. His moment of recessionary uplift may be about to pass. 
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