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Introduction from the Director

The election has been factchecked

This ground-breaking report offers both a view 
from Full Fact’s election centre, which has been 
factchecking the election campaign from 6am 
until midnight every day of the campaign, and 
independent analysis from some of the country’s 
leading research organisations.

The election has been factchecked, as we 
promised. We have checked a constant stream of 
political claims during the campaign, analysed the 
manifestos in detail, and promoted these findings 
as widely as we could. We’ve briefed presenters and 
appeared for interviews as well as doing phone-ins 
and roundtable discussions. Local, national, and 
international broadcasters have come to Full Fact to 
factcheck debates between the parties, something 
that audiences demand and which seems to be 
becoming an expectation, and we have contributed 
our work everywhere from The Guardian to The Sun. 
Meanwhile, you can find us online at fullfact.org, on 
Twitter, Facebook, Buzzfeed and elsewhere.

Politics is what you do with the facts: your priorities, 
your principles, your appetite for risk. But however 
difficult the facts are to discover, the same facts 
await whoever governs Britain next, and the parties’ 
manifestos offer not just different plans for the 
future but different views of the present and past. 
Not all of them can be right. That’s why the work of 
Full Fact’s specialised factcheckers is so important.

We offer this document as a guide to the clashes 
between the manifestos; the real and apparent 
contradictions. It is also a toolbox of information to 
help voters navigate through the hazards of political 
claims that we have spotted during the election, with 
concrete examples of why they matter.

Unanswered questions

Deeper questions remain than factchecking alone 
can answer: that’s one reason why we asked for 
contributions from organisations with deep subject 
expertise. And it’s astonishing that some of these 
vital questions remain unanswered. 

On the economy, the Institute for Fiscal Studies 
describes voters as “in the dark”. Perhaps this is the 
last election when that is the case if the Office for 
Budget Responsibility (OBR) does begin full costings 
of parties’ manifestos. That would be welcome, and 
as the IFS points out, would require much more 
detail of the parties’ plans than they are used to 
giving. But as this report shows, it is not only the 
parties’ financial plans that need fleshing out—they 
are vague on some of the other issues voters care 
most about.

The biggest issue for people deciding how to vote 
is the NHS. In this report, the Nuffield Trust sets out 
three unanswered questions on the parties’ NHS 
funding pledges. It seems to us that, depending on 
how they are answered, these might mean services 
getting worse, spending going up dramatically, or the 
parties’ additional plans such as seven day care and 
mental health initiatives never getting going. We do 
not know how the parties will answer them.

On housing, England will have 220,000 extra 
households every year between 2012 and 2022 
according to official projections. Manifesto 
commitments for house building fall short of that 
number, let alone providing extra homes for existing 
households.

What goes unsaid could matter just as much. 
While ambitions for education often focus on 
international economic competitiveness in terms 
of young people’s skills, the National Foundation 
for Educational Research points out that if we want 
a competitive workforce, international evidence 
shows we need to focus on adults acquiring skills 
throughout their lives too. 

Finally, the Migration Observatory at the University of 
Oxford reminds us that many of these policies target 
an uncertain world. Even clear aims and election 
promises may not always be successfully delivered in 
reality.

OvErvIEW
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Voters, experts, and the media should all be 
concerned that we do not yet know what we are 
voting for—and take the next few days to pursue 
more credible answers to some of these concerns.

Can we trust politicians?

We are not trying to assess a random or even 
representative sample of political claims and 
therefore we cannot compare accuracy between 
parties or individuals. We are studying what would 
be required to do this.

Not everything we factcheck is inaccurate. We 
publish what we find either way. A factchecker’s 
experience is that cockup is at least as useful an 
explanation as conspiracy for the inaccurate things 
politicians say. The Liberal Democrat manifesto 
offers the best example. It claims that crime has 
fallen by far less than it actually has—by one tenth 
instead of one quarter—apparently by mixing up the 
Crime Survey and Police Recorded Crime. It is flatly 
wrong, but not self-serving.

Nevertheless, the public’s belief that politicians 
cannot generally be trusted to tell the truth is both 
unshakeable and rational. Enough of what the 
manifestos and the campaigns have said is not 
accurate—or cannot be taken at face value—that it 
makes sense to be sceptical of any individual claim. 

We have seen, for example:

• Cherry picking of living standards statistics 
(‘Manifesto clash: living standards’)

• Spurious certainty about the performance of free 
schools (‘Manifesto clash: free schools’)

• All three parties blaming one government or 
another for decades of under-provision of housing 
(‘Manifesto clash: recent house building’)

• Claims of an “epidemic” of zero hours contracts 
under this government, when you can’t compare 
the figures over time

• Negative comparisons of children’s SAT results 
from the last Labour government to now when the  
assessments have changed (both at: ‘ Five Election 
Claim Pitfalls: Facing the music’)

Most concerningly, we have seen political parties 
making important claims based on publicly-funded 
research and analysis without making that analysis 
public. The Chair of the UK Statistics Authority 

wrote to Full Fact to express his concern that the 
Conservative Party used Treasury analysis of tax 
and benefits changes during the campaign that still 
remains unpublished despite our requests.

The Conservative Party and the Labour Party, and 
possibly others, have used independent analysis 
from the House of Commons Library in public without 
publishing it.

All these examples, and many of our factchecks that 
are published online, show that public scepticism 
for political claims is understandable or even well-
founded. Outright cynicism, however, does not 
appear so well founded. We’ve spotted instances of 
all three main parties taking care to avoid repeating 
errors they have previously made. Given that actually, 
as this report also shows, much of what the parties 
say is reliable, the problem Full Fact exists to help 
solve is how difficult it is for most of us to distinguish 
what we can rely on from what we cannot.

What’s next

Statistics Norway—one inspiration for our election 
work—has taken a concerted approach to supporting 
democratic debate at election time by publishing 
briefings on topical issues. These range from how 
decisive immigrant voting could be to gender 
equality on municipal councils, and are reportedly 
widely accepted as neutral groundwork for the 
ensuing debate. The appetite among the media 
and the public for neutral information produced 
by experts is growing and we are excited about 
supporting official statisticians—and other bodies 
like the House of Commons Library—deploying 
themselves to cope with this trend.

During this election our analysts have been joined by 
volunteers from the staff of the Office for National 
Statistics and Ipsos MORI. They’ve used their 
expertise to help us respond to the constant stream 
of requests for information from the media and the 
public—and all with reputations for impartiality 
unscathed. 

When we speak about the UK factchecking 
environment at international events and conferences, 
the value of organisations like the OBR and UK 

OvErvIEW
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Statistics Authority is obvious. They are elements 
of a gold standard democracy. Yet the OBR does 
not cost party manifestos and lots of numbers fall 
outside the Authority’s remit. The Authority has in a 
very short space of time become a widely respected 
and trusted institution that shows judgement in its 
interventions. Everybody would benefit if government 
economic analysis and other government figures had 
the same independent backing.

Informed debate starts with informative research 
and good data. We were hampered by lack of 
research or data in some areas. Research councils 
and the ONS, like broadcasters, should start 
preparing for the next election almost as soon as 
the previous one ends. We will work with them to 
highlight gaps in our knowledge that they could fill.

For Full Fact ourselves, we aim to develop even 
stronger links with a wider range of expert 
organisations for the next election, to deploy new 
processes and technologies that allow us to increase 
the speed and volume of our work significantly, 
and perhaps to extend our reach from the national 
campaigns into the local battles of marginal 
constituencies.

Scope of this report

With the resources we have, we have chosen to 
focus on the three main parties in this report—the 
Conservatives, Labour and the Liberal Democrats. For 
consistency we asked our external contributors to do 
the same. Other political parties are available, and 
of course you vote for an individual candidate rather 
than a political party.  

The topics we have chosen to focus on are derived 
from Ipsos MORI’s invaluable Issues Index, in 
particular their research into the issues that people 
say will most affect their vote.

The number of claims in the manifestos make a 
complete factcheck impossible before polling day so 
in this report we have chosen to look at each of the 
real and apparent factual contradictions between 
the three main parties’ manifestos, within the top 
ten issues influencing voting behaviour as identified 
by Ipsos MORI research.
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More people will require both health and 
social care in coming years. The NHS 
budget has been protected, but the social 
care budget has not. 

Health: an introduction

The health service in England faces major challenges. 
That, at least, is something the Conservatives, Labour, 
and Liberal Democrats can all agree on.

The UK’s population is growing, and it’s ageing too. 
That means more and more has been demanded 
of the NHS during this parliament, at a time when 
it’s been called upon to make significant efficiency 
savings.

How well the service is coping under the pressure is 
hotly debated. The size and complexity of the health 
service means there’s no single measure of how well 
it’s performing. Taking just two examples, Labour 
have pointed to worsening performance on A&E 
waiting times, while the Coalition parties can in turn 
speak about rising public satisfaction with how the 
service is run.

Then again, in some areas it can be difficult to find 
any information at all. For instance in the case 
of mental health treatment, especially specialist 
services like those for young people or those that 
deal with rarer or more serious conditions, there are 
no national-level statistics. What evidence there is 
suggests services can vary across geographical areas 
and are not always sufficient to meet demand.

If the service’s performance has been under scrutiny, 
so has the amount of money that’s been put into 
it. NHS funding rose by almost £5.5 billion on top of 
inflation during the last Parliament, from £108 billion 
in 2010/11 (in today’s prices) to a planned £113 
billion in 2014/15. 

But for part of that period growth in funding was 
outpaced by growth in the population, meaning from 
2010/11 to 2012/13 spending per person fell by 0.4% 
once inflation is factored in. 

Costs are also rising. The number of over-65s is 
estimated to be up by 10.7% over this parliament, 
and average spending on retired households is nearly 
double that on non-retired households. 

This is perhaps why integration of the health and 
social care systems has come to the forefront of 
the debate in recent years. More people will require 
both health and social care in coming years. The 
NHS budget has been protected, but the social care 
budget has not. Funding for over-65s social care 
has fallen by 16% from 2009/10 to 2013/14, after 
accounting for inflation. 

Looking ahead, the NHS itself will have a funding gap 
of £8 billion at the very least by 2020/21, according 
to the health service’s own plan for the next five 
years.

HEAlTH

How well the service is coping under the 
pressure is hotly debated. 

The NHS itself will have a funding gap of 
£8 billion at the very least by 2020/21. 

https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/manifesto2015/ConservativeManifesto2015.pdf#page=39
http://www.labour.org.uk/page/-/BritainCanBeBetter-TheLabourPartyManifesto2015.pdf#page=33
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/libdems/pages/8907/attachments/original/1429028133/Liberal_Democrat_General_Election_Manifesto_2015.pdf?1429028133#page=65
https://www.gov.uk/government/policies/making-the-nhs-more-efficient-and-less-bureaucratic
https://www.gov.uk/government/policies/making-the-nhs-more-efficient-and-less-bureaucratic
https://fullfact.org/health/accident_emergency_attendances_performance_england-38309
https://fullfact.org/public-satisfaction-with-nhs-at-second-highest-level-in-30-years-but-are-we-really-happier/
http://www.health.org.uk/public/cms/75/76/313/5548/IsMentalHealthCareImproving.pdf?realName=nlr7uD.pdf#page=12
http://www.health.org.uk/public/cms/75/76/313/5548/IsMentalHealthCareImproving.pdf?realName=nlr7uD.pdf
http://www.health.org.uk/public/cms/75/76/313/5548/IsMentalHealthCareImproving.pdf?realName=nlr7uD.pdf#page=7
https://fullfact.org/live/mar/nhs_spending_13_billion_inflation-41075
http://www.health.org.uk/media_manager/public/75/publications_pdfs/Funding overview_Current NHS spending in England.pdf#page=2
http://www.health.org.uk/public/cms/75/76/313/5297/Briefing_NHS finances.pdf?realName=XTPxmM.pdf#page=5
https://www.gov.uk/government/policies/making-sure-health-and-social-care-services-work-together
http://www.qualitywatch.org.uk/blog/another-year-cuts-social-care
https://fullfact.org/health/nhs_black_hole_funding_gap-39569
http://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/5yfv-web.pdf#page=37
http://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/5yfv-web.pdf#page=37
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Expert commentary: Nuffield Trust

The political parties have published their manifestos, 
with leaders taking to the airwaves soon afterwards 
to defend their policies and attack those of their 
opponents. What conclusions can we draw from 
the Labour, Liberal Democrat and Conservative 
manifestos about how health and social care might 
fare after May 8th?

A notable feature of this campaign is the NHS bidding 
war between the parties. Keen to emphasise that 
they have got the message that the NHS needs more 
funding to survive, the parties have each made great 
play of their own proposals. The Conservatives and 
Liberal Democrats have both promised at least £8 
billion for the NHS by 2020 - the minimum amount 
NHS England has said is necessary to maintain 
services. Labour have pledged a more modest £2.5bn 
over a shorter timeframe.  

Much of the debate has centred on the extent to 
which these promises are funded. The Conservatives 
and Liberal Democrats have insisted that their 
reliability in delivering past economic growth will 
guarantee their promises in the future. Labour have 
said their pledge can be paid for by a combination 
of a mansion tax and a tax on tobacco companies. 
Evaluating the prospects for growth and future tax 
receipts is beyond the Nuffield Trust’s remit, but for us, 
three unanswered questions remain on these pledges.

First, it is not clear when any of this additional 
funding will kick in. NHS England has said that above-
inflation increases must come in smoothly over the 
course of the parliament, but the Conservatives have 
not set out any detail about when their extra money 
comes on-stream. Labour’s increase is supposed 
to take effect from 2016/17, but they have offered 
little information about how they plan to collect 
and process their new taxes within this timeframe. 

It is not clear when any additional                                                             
funding will kick in        

HEAlTH

Unanswered questions on funding

Joined up care but with a 
glaring omission

(continued overleaf)

The Liberal Democrats have been most explicit, 
saying the bulk of their £8bn will come after they’ve 
balanced the books in 2018/19.  But the NHS is 
under severe pressure today: any increases need to 
happen quickly.

Second, £8bn is the bare minimum to maintain 
existing standards of care for a growing and 
ageing population. But all the manifestos contain 
ambitious plans for enhanced services—from seven-
day working to large increases in staffing or new 
initiatives on mental health. 

Third, the overlooked flipside of the £8bn figure 
is that it depends on the NHS making £22bn 
in productivity gains by 2020. But improving 
productivity on this scale would be unprecedented 
and no party appears to acknowledge the degree of 
financial distress already being felt in the system.

All three manifestos promote the importance of 
joined-up care, particularly for older people and 
those with chronic ill-health. Detail is light from the 
Conservatives, who reiterate their existing policies. 
Labour speaks about a seamless system of ‘whole-
person care’”. The Liberal Democrats promise to 

“encourage the development of joined-up health 
providers, which cover hospital and community 
services, including GPs”.  

Labour promises all people with complex needs 
a care plan and single point of contact, and both 
Labour and the Liberal Democrats promise more 
personal budgets, changes to payment systems, 
and some structural changes. Both parties commit 
to pooling budgets, with the Liberal Democrats 
making an extremely ambitious pledge to fully pool 
health and social care budgets by 2018. No party 
acknowledges that integration takes time to deliver 
or that evidence on its short-term financial benefits 
is patchy.
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On public health, while there is a long shopping list of 
ideas from Labour and the Liberal Democrats, none 
of the three parties have a compelling vision for this 
important issue. 

There can be no doubting the scale of the challenge 
facing the next government. The message that NHS 
needs additional funding seems to have got through, 
but it will be a pyrrhic victory if it comes too late or 
is at the expense of investment in the kind of large-
scale changes needed in social care and health 
services. It is not clear from any of the manifestos 
that this challenge has been fully understood.

The Nuffield Trust’s full analysis of the manifestos can 
be found here. The factchecking that follows has been 
produced by Full Fact only. 

HEAlTH

The glaring omission from all three parties is any 
discussion on social care funding, despite a 16% 
cut in funding for social care for older adults since 
2010. The only whisper on this comes from the 
Liberal Democrats, who suggest a non-partisan 
‘fundamental review’ of NHS and social care finances 
this year—something that would be welcome if it led 
to a concrete change.  

With the role of the private sector in healthcare a key 
concern for the public, both Labour and the Liberal 
Democrats propose to roll back competition and 
market forces in the NHS. 

Labour’s plans are the most radical. They intend 
to repeal the Health and Social Care Act, limit the 
role of the private sector, limit NHS Trusts’ ability 
to raise private income, and restrict the tendering 
of NHS services. The Liberal Democrats offer vague 
commitments on removing legislation that might 
make NHS services “vulnerable to privatisation 
though international agreements”. Both plans would 
take time and political will to implement.  
The Conservatives are silent on the role of the  
market, promising only to increase patient choice. 

It is striking that the role of choice and competition 
as a driver for improvement has vanished from the 
manifestos this time round—explicitly from Labour, 
but also implicitly from their rivals. While the jury is 
still out on whether competition improves quality 
and efficiency, there is a long history of non-NHS 
provision in services like end-of-life care and mental 
health services. This needs to be factored into any 
departure from the market.  

All three manifestos promise to improve mental 
health provision. The Liberal Democrats are the most 
ambitious, outlining a specific funding pledge, new 
waiting time targets and better crisis care. Labour 
promise action on waiting times, but stop short of 
promising extra money. The Conservatives state they 
are increasing funding, but offer no further detail. 

The focus on mental health from all parties is 
welcome. But promises have been made before. 
Driving up standards cannot succeed without 
adequate funding and support for those delivering 
services. 

Competition falls out of favour

A welcome focus on mental health 
but a lack of vision on public health

The focus on mental health from all 
parties is welcome

There is a long history of non-NHS 
provision in services like end-of-life care

http://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/publications/health-2015-general-election-analysis-party-manifestos
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Manifesto clash: staffing

HEAlTH

The Coalition parties are correct to say that the 
number of doctors and nurses in England is up since 
2010. That alone doesn’t tell us whether the number 
of staff is keeping pace with increased demand, or 
whether there’s a “shortage” as Labour claims.  
But there is some evidence to suggest that parts of 
the service are having problems recruiting the staff 
they need.

The precise rise in staff numbers depends on the time 
period you pick to compare from. But whichever way 
you cut it, staff numbers are up from 2010.

• From September 2010 to September 2014, the 
number of GPs (excluding retainers and registrars) 
rose by 1,300.

• Data for other NHS doctors is more recent. From 
January 2010 to January 2015, there were 8,700 
more doctors and counting from May 2010 there 
were 9,200 more (including locums).

• In the five years to January 2015 nursing staff were 
up 7,000, and since May 2010 were up by 7,200. 
That includes midwives and health visitors.

There is a seasonal element to the data, so 
comparing January 2015 figures to the May 2010 
figures can mislead as to the size of the rise.

These are also “full-time equivalent” numbers—the 
equivalent of the number of full-time positions 
currently filled, even if the hours are shared among 
part-time staff. This gives us a better idea of the 
level of staffing by accounting for how many hours 
are worked.

We don’t have any central figures on vacancy rates—
the latest figures were published in 2010. But there 

is some evidence that hospitals and other care 
services are struggling to fill vacancies, and that this 
is leading to financial difficulties.

The Trust Development Authority says that “a high 
number” of NHS trusts are having difficulty filling 
posts, and this is behind higher-than-planned 
spending on agency and temporary staff.  
Similarly Monitor, which oversees foundation trusts, 
says that a failure to cover vacancies has led many of 
the trusts to overspend.

Both bodies put increasing use of agency staff partly 
down to “activity pressures”—roughly translated, 
that means more patients and more treatments.

“Over the last five years, we 
have hired thousands more 
doctors and nurses”

“The NHS is struggling with 
staffing shortages”

“[We have] increased the NHS 
budget every year in real 
terms, helping fund nearly 
10,000 more doctors and 
7,000 more nurses”

— Labour manifesto— Conservative manifesto — Liberal Democrat manifesto

There is some evidence that hospitals and 
other care services are struggling to fill 
vacancies 

They also cite an increased focus on quality of care. 
We particularly see this with nursing recruitment. 

In the wake of inquiries into poor care at Mid Staffs, 
there’s been an emphasis on increasing the level of 
nursing care per patient as a way of safeguarding 
standards, and hospital trusts have been told that 
they must now publish their plans for staffing levels.

Information obtained by the Health Service Journal 
suggests that the majority of acute hospitals are 
failing to meet their own plans for nurse hours, and 
acute trusts are increasing their recruitment of 
overseas nurses in order to fill positions.

http://www.hscic.gov.uk/catalogue/PUB16934/nhs-staf-2004-2014-gene-prac-tab.xlsx
http://www.hscic.gov.uk/searchcatalogue?productid=17709&topics=1%2fWorkforce%2fStaff+numbers&sort=Relevance&size=10&page=1#top
https://www.medicalcareers.nhs.uk/career_options/locum_work.aspx
www.nhscareers.nhs.uk/explore-by-career/nursing/careers-in-nursing/health-visiting/
www.nhscareers.nhs.uk/explore-by-career/nursing/careers-in-nursing/health-visiting/
www.ntda.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Paper-D-Service-and-Financial-Performance-Report-for-December-2014.pdf#page=24
www.ntda.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Paper-D-Service-and-Financial-Performance-Report-for-December-2014.pdf#page=24
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/405901/BM1516_Quarterly_Performance_of_the_NHSFT_sector_-_perf_report.pdf#page=16
www.labour.org.uk/page/-/BritainCanBeBetter-TheLabourPartyManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D34
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/manifesto2015/ConservativeManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D40
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/libdems/pages/8907/attachments/original/1429028133/Liberal_Democrat_General_Election_Manifesto_2015.pdf%3F1429028133%23page%3D65
www.midstaffspublicinquiry.com/sites/default/files/report/Executive%20summary.pdf
www.england.nhs.uk/2014/02/06/the-francis-report/
www.hsj.co.uk/news/exclusive-staff-shortage-fuels-recruitment-of-nearly-6000-overseas-nurses/5077720.article#.VT9KdyFViko
www.hsj.co.uk/news/exclusive-four-out-of-five-hospitals-miss-own-nurse-staffing-targets/5084299.article#.VT9KhSFViko
www.hsj.co.uk/news/exclusive-staff-shortage-fuels-recruitment-of-nearly-6000-overseas-nurses/5077720.article#.VT9uWCFVikp
www.hsj.co.uk/news/exclusive-staff-shortage-fuels-recruitment-of-nearly-6000-overseas-nurses/5077720.article#.VT9uWCFVikp
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Manifesto clash: TTIP

HEAlTH

The differences between the parties here are on 
whether it’s currently guaranteed that public services 
won’t be affected by a commercial treaty being 
negotiated between the EU and the USA.

The treaty in question, the Transatlantic Trade 
and Investment Partnership (TTIP), is aimed 
at increasing trade between the EU and US, while 
allowing companies from both sides of the Atlantic 
access to the other’s markets.

The Conservatives, Labour and the Liberal Democrats 
broadly support these elements of the agreement. 
But whereas the Coalition parties’ concerns about 
the NHS being affected appear to have been 
alleviated by EU reassurances, Labour’s manifesto 
strikes a more cautious note.

Market access means that any remaining state 
monopolies must be abolished. These include public 
services that are provided by the state or by a limited 
number of suppliers—like the NHS. 

If a country doesn’t want to open its public services 
to wider competition, it must explicitly exempt those 
services in any trade agreement.

The European Commission is aware of these concerns, 
and has consistently given the reassurances the 
Liberal Democrats point to, specifically referring to 
the NHS in correspondence with British politicians.
It says that a draft treaty with Canada would be a 
model for TTIP.

That deal says that EU countries reserve the right 
to “adopt or maintain” measures excluding foreign 
companies from “health services which receive 
public funding or State support in any form and are 

therefore not considered to be privately funded”.
But we’ll only be able to talk of a safeguard when 
the TTIP is actually drafted and ratified, with similar 
wording included (the BBC has reported that a leaked 
draft does contain the relevant clause). 

Even if the treaty is adopted with the relevant 
exclusion, we can’t be sure how an international 
tribunal might rule if it was challenged there—this 
form of wording is quite new.

That lingering uncertainty might explain Labour’s 
reservations, as expressed in its manifesto.

“We will ensure the NHS is protected 
from the TTIP treaty”

“After determined negotiations, we now have 
a clear guarantee from the EU that member 
states’ rights to provide public services directly 
and not open them up to competition are 
explicitly enshrined in the Transatlantic Trade and 
Investment Partnership (TTIP)”

— Labour manifesto — Liberal Democrat manifesto

http://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/in-focus/ttip/
http://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/in-focus/ttip/
http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/bruessel/11044.pdf#page=18
http://www.cityam.com/209242/free-trade-deals-could-turbo-charge-uk-economy-10bn
http://www.yourbritain.org.uk/uploads/editor/files/NPF_Annual_Report_2014.pdf#page=122
http://www.libdems.org.uk/nick-clegg-ttip
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/26-gats.pdf#page=15
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2014/july/tradoc_152665.pdf
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2015/february/tradoc_153142.pdf#page=3
http://www.parliament.uk/documents/commons-committees/Health/Health-Committee-TTIP-correspondence.pdf
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2014/march/tradoc_152280.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/in-focus/ceta/
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2014/september/tradoc_152806.pdf#page=1510
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-scotland-politics-31631461
www.labour.org.uk/page/-/BritainCanBeBetter-TheLabourPartyManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D35
Liberal%20Democrat%20Manifesto
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Manifesto clash: waiting times

HEAlTH

Hospital waiting times are a complex picture and 
both parties’ claims can be justified using different 
measures. 

The picture on waiting time performance depends 
on which type of patient you look at. Focusing 
in on the target that NHS England patients 
should begin treatment within 18 weeks of a GP 
referral, performance is worse in 2015 than in 2010 
for patients who’ve started treatment in recent 
months, but better for those who are still on the 
waiting list.

That may seem contradictory, but the two trends are 
consistent. When more of those who’ve been waiting 
a long time enter treatment this shows up as a rise 
in long waits for treated patients. But fewer long-
waiters remain on the waiting list.

That’s borne out by the figures on 18-week waits for 
both sets of patients.

Patients who began NHS England treatment in 
February 2015 were more likely to have waited 
at least 18 weeks for it than patients beginning 
treatment at the same point in 2010. Of those 
admitted to hospital for treatment, 13% had waited 
18 weeks or more in February 2015, an increase from 
8% in February 2010.

For patients who weren’t admitted the figure was 5% 
in February 2015 and 2% in February 2010.

In February 2015, 7% of those on the waiting list (for 
either admitted or non-admitted treatment) had 
been waiting 18 weeks or more, down from 10% in 
February 2010 but up from 6% two years earlier.
These figures are for “consultant-led” treatment, 
which is any kind in hospitals or community 
care centres for which a consultant has overall 
responsibility.

On GPs, the Conservatives are right that opening 
hours have been extended. The Coalition government 
has introduced a scheme to extend opening hours in 
some practices.

The first wave of funding was estimated to 
cover seven million patients registered at around 
1,100 practices, while the second wave was 
estimated to cover a further eleven million people.

Not all of these practices were offering 8am-8pm 
appointments every day of the week. In the first 
wave some of the GP surgeries opened more limited 
hours during weekends, for example.

But some evidence suggests that ease of access to 
GP surgeries may be going in the wrong direction, as 
Labour claims.

According to the GP Patient Survey, in 2013/14 
16% of patients waited a week or more to speak 
to someone at their GP surgery last time they tried, 
compared to 13% two years previously in 2011/12. 
And 11% couldn’t get an appointment, compared to 
9% in 2011/12.

“Already millions more people 
can see a GP 7 days a week, 
from 8am–8pm”

“More people are facing long 
waits for tests, treatment,  
or to see a GP”

“Fewer patients waiting longer 
than the 18, 26 and 52 week 
targets than in May 2010.  
We have slashed the number of 
people who wait over a year for 
the treatment they need, from 
over 18,000 to under 500”

— Labour manifesto— Conservative manifesto — Conservative manifesto

When more of those who’ve been waiting 
a long time enter treatment this shows up 
as a rise in long waits for treated patients. 
But fewer long-waiters remain on the 
waiting list.

http://www.nhs.uk/choiceintheNHS/Rightsandpledges/Waitingtimes/Pages/Guide%20to%20waiting%20times.aspx
http://www.england.nhs.uk/statistics/statistical-work-areas/rtt-waiting-times/rtt-data-2014-15/
https://fullfact.org/health/waiting_times_nhs_pmqs_david_cameron_andy_burnham-33555
https://fullfact.org/health/waiting_times_nhs_pmqs_david_cameron_andy_burnham-33555
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/seven-day-8am-8pm-gp-access-for-hard-working-people
http://www.england.nhs.uk/ourwork/qual-clin-lead/calltoaction/pm-ext-access/pm-about/
http://www.england.nhs.uk/ourwork/qual-clin-lead/calltoaction/pm-ext-access/
http://www.england.nhs.uk/ourwork/qual-clin-lead/calltoaction/pm-ext-access/pm-about/
http://www.england.nhs.uk/ourwork/qual-clin-lead/calltoaction/pm-ext-access/pm-about/
http://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/sites/files/nuffield/publication/general_practice_in_crisis_3.pdf#page=9
www.labour.org.uk/page/-/BritainCanBeBetter-TheLabourPartyManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D34
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/manifesto2015/ConservativeManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D40
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/manifesto2015/ConservativeManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D39
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Manifesto clash: cancer fund

HEAlTH

Is Labour pledging to create a Fund that already 
exists? Well, not quite.

Their “Cancer Treatments Fund” would be an 
extension to the existing Cancer Drugs Fund which 
would cover treatments that don’t involve drugs, 
such as radiotherapy and surgery.

The Cancer Drugs Fund pays for cancer drugs that 
haven’t been approved by the National Institute 
for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) and wouldn’t 
otherwise be available for patients of the NHS in 
England. 

“Our Cancer Drugs Fund has given more than 
60,000 people access to life-saving drugs”

“We will create a Cancer Treatments Fund 
so patients have access to the latest drugs, 
surgery and radiotherapy”

—Conservative manifesto — Labour manifesto

Since 2010 it has been accessed by close to 61,000 
patients at a cost of £733 million.

In January 2015 there were 85 drugs available 
through the Fund, which has been confirmed to run 
until at least March 2016, with the Conservative Party 
pledging to “continue to invest” in it in  
their manifesto.

http://press.labour.org.uk/post/104745617299/labour-will-tackle-scandal-of-cancer-patients
http://www.england.nhs.uk/ourwork/pe/cdf/
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/manifesto2015/ConservativeManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D39
www.labour.org.uk/page/-/BritainCanBeBetter-TheLabourPartyManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D34
http://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/Progress-improving-cancer-services-and-outcomes-in-England.pdf#page=18
http://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/Progress-improving-cancer-services-and-outcomes-in-England.pdf#page=18
http://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/Progress-improving-cancer-services-and-outcomes-in-England.pdf#page=17
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/thousands-more-patients-to-benefit-from-additional-160-million-for-cancer-drugs
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/manifesto2015/ConservativeManifesto2015.pdf#page=41
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Manifesto clash: mental health

HEAlTH

The Labour Party is pledging to give equal priority to 
mental and physical health, yet the Coalition parties 
say they’ve put this into law already. So what’s 
going on?

The aim to establish equality of treatment for mental 
and physical health conditions has been put into law, 
but all the parties agree that more work needs to be 
done in order to realise this objective in practice.

The Coalition government included equal priority 
for mental and physical health conditions in both 
its annual lists of government objectives (“the 
Mandate”) which NHS England has a legal duty to 
act on.

But that duty starts at the top of the health system. 
In many cases, actions from the top—such as new 
targets for some services—will take a while to feed 
through to front-line services. 

For instance, the Mandate for 2015/16 says that 
standards for the treatment of eating disorders 
should be developed. Developing the standards will 
involve an analysis of information on what services 
exist at the moment and how long people are 
waiting for them. 

“We have legislated to ensure 
that mental and physical 
health conditions are given 
equal priority”

“Mental health will be 
given the same priority as 
physical health”

“In 2012, we […] wrote equality 
for mental health into law. We 
are now making real progress, 
introducing the first ever waiting 
time standards in mental health”

— Labour manifesto— Conservative manifesto — Liberal Democrat manifesto

Depending on that information, NHS England may 
then decide on the appropriate standards for a pilot 
scheme to be based in one region of England.  
And subject to that information we could see 
standards and targets rolled out nationally. 

So it’s not going to happen overnight.

That might help explain why both the Conservatives 
and Liberal Democrats, in addition to talking about 
their record on putting parity into the Mandate, 
have pledged new schemes as well funding towards 
the goal.

Another challenge is addressing the relative lack of 
information about mental health services.

We’re particularly lacking in information on specialist 
services (generally for rarer or more serious 
conditions). 

What evidence there is suggests services can vary 
across geographical areas and are not always 
sufficient to meet demand.

And we only have information on the treatment 
of children with mental disorders when they’ve 
ended up in hospital.

The aim to establish equality of treatment 
for mental and physical health conditions 
has been put into law, but all the parties 
agree that more work needs to be done in 
order to realise this objective in practice.

Another challenge is addressing the 
relative lack of information about mental 
health services.

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/383495/2902896_DoH_Mandate_Accessible_v0.2.pdf#page=17
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/386223/The_Mandate_explained.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/386223/The_Mandate_explained.pdf
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2012/7/section/23/enacted
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/386221/nhs_england_mandate.pdf#page=19
www.labour.org.uk/page/-/BritainCanBeBetter-TheLabourPartyManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D34
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/manifesto2015/ConservativeManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D40
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/libdems/pages/8907/attachments/original/1429028133/Liberal_Democrat_General_Election_Manifesto_2015.pdf%3F1429028133%23page%3D65
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/manifesto2015/ConservativeManifesto2015.pdf#page=41
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/libdems/pages/8907/attachments/original/1429028133/Liberal_Democrat_General_Election_Manifesto_2015.pdf?1429028133#page=66
http://www.health.org.uk/public/cms/75/76/313/5548/IsMentalHealthCareImproving.pdf?realName=nlr7uD.pdf#page=7
http://www.health.org.uk/public/cms/75/76/313/5548/IsMentalHealthCareImproving.pdf?realName=nlr7uD.pdf#page=7
http://www.health.org.uk/public/cms/75/76/313/5548/IsMentalHealthCareImproving.pdf?realName=nlr7uD.pdf#page=7
http://www.health.org.uk/public/cms/75/76/313/5548/IsMentalHealthCareImproving.pdf?realName=nlr7uD.pdf#page=12
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Economy: an introduction

Three issues dominate any discussion of the 
economy in this election campaign: public finances, 
living standards, and employment. 

First: public finances. The deficit has been centre 
stage for much of the campaign and the three main 
parties’ plans for it have attracted a lot of attention.

The deficit measures the gap between money going 
into the government and the money going out. When 
the government spends more than it receives it runs 
a deficit. This isn’t the same as the debt, which is 
how much the government owes. 

If you imagine a bath tub, the water in the tub is the 
debt, or the money owed by the British government. 
The deficit is the water coming in through the tap, 
increasing the level of the debt. 

This year the deficit is expected to come out at 
around £73 billion and public sector net debt will be 
about £1.5 trillion. 

The Conservatives, Labour, and the Liberal Democrats 
are all agreed that they need to take measures to 
reduce the deficit. Despite this agreement, the three 
parties have drawn quite different conclusions about 
what repairing the public finances would look like.

The second major issue is people’s standard of 
living. While incomes aren’t the only thing that 
matter—people tend to be quite keen on leisure time, 
for instance—they are one of the aspects of living 
standards that we can measure most clearly.

The problem is that we measure incomes a lot. The 
UK Statistics Authority has identified 15 different 
reports on UK incomes and earnings, giving parties 
with a case to make plenty to pick and choose from.

ECONOmy

Different measures look at individuals, households, or 
the sum of all households. Measures might include 
taxes and benefits, or just look at wages. They 
look at different people too: for example, people in 
continuous employment, or just the average person.
Couple this with the range of inflation statistics 
available and there are even more ways of looking at 
the same thing. It’s currently possible to find figures 
supporting apparently contradictory points of view.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the Coalition parties and 
Labour have managed to do just this, picking 
indicators that show household incomes are up and 
wages are down respectively. 

You can find our full guide to what different 
measures look at here but in particular beware of 
the Statistics Authority’s warning that “average 
measures of income and earnings can give a 
misleading picture where the population is growing 
and where there are significant differences in the 
experiences of different cohorts within society”. 
Averages are not always typical.

Finally, employment looms large in the Conservative 
and Labour manifestos. While the Conservatives 
emphasise the growing number of people in 
employment, Labour concentrates on concerns about 
the quality and security of jobs on offer.

The employment rate has recovered to pre-recession 
levels—in fact, to the record level of 73.4%—but the 
proportion of people in part-time work because they 
were unable to find full-time work has increased. Of 
those in part-time employment, 16.4% would move 
into a full-time post if they could find one, when the 
average during the noughties was under 10%.

In both cases, it’s worth stating upfront that when 
politicians talk about jobs they’re usually talking 
about people in employment. One person can have 
more than one job, and one job can be shared by 
more than one person. 

Just over 1.2 million people have more than one job, 
so the difference between the number of jobs in the 
economy and the number of people in work can be 
quite large.

If you imagine a bath tub, the water in the 
tub is the debt, or the money owed by the 
British government. The deficit is the water 
coming in through the tap, increasing the 
level of the debt.

https://fullfact.org/economy/guide_what_is_the_current_deficit_borrowing-35315
http://budgetresponsibility.org.uk/pubs/PSF_aggregates_databank_April_2015.xls
http://budgetresponsibility.org.uk/pubs/PSF_aggregates_databank_April_2015.xls
http://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/publications/bns/BN170.pdf#page=3
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/wellbeing/measuring-national-well-being/discussion-paper-on-domains-and-measures/measuring-national-well-being---discussion-paper-on-domains-and-measures.html#tab-Proposed-domains
http://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/assessment/monitoring/monitoring-reviews/monitoring-review-1-2015---the-coherence-and-accessibility-of-official-statistics-on-income-and-earnings.pdf#page=3
http://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/assessment/monitoring/monitoring-reviews/monitoring-review-1-2015---the-coherence-and-accessibility-of-official-statistics-on-income-and-earnings.pdf#page=3
https://fullfact.org/economy/living_standards_parliament-41273
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/re-reference-tables.html?edition=tcm%3A77-357108
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/re-reference-tables.html?edition=tcm%3A77-357108
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171766_398428.pdf
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171766_398428.pdf
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171778_399544.pdf#page=51
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Expert commentary: Institute for 
Fiscal Studies

All of the parties want to cut the deficit, but few are 
willing to spell out exactly how they would do it. 
 
At the last general election there was no clear 
difference between the parties in terms of the 
amount of austerity they were planning—the 
difference was in how quickly they would go.  
This time, the Conservatives, Labour and the Liberal 
Democrats are all promising to ‘balance the books’, 
but this similar language masks potentially large 
differences in their fiscal plans. This is because 
Labour and the Liberal Democrats would balance 
a version of the books that allows borrowing for 
investment spending, whereas the Conservatives 
have said that they would aim for an overall  
budget surplus. 

 
Labour’s fiscal target allows them to impose less 
austerity but at the cost of somewhat higher levels 
of debt in the longer-run. But it is difficult to know 
exactly how different this alternative is from the 
Conservative offering, as Labour has refused to set 
out exactly what it considers to be the appropriate 
level of medium-term borrowing. 
 
Taking the highest level of borrowing consistent 
with their announcements, Labour’s plans might 
require only very small cuts to ‘unprotected’ public 
services to make the numbers in their plans add up. 
But if Labour wanted to target a larger surplus, then 
larger cuts would be necessary. Without knowing 
how much deficit reduction Labour is aiming for, 
one cannot say exactly what their plans mean for 
spending on public services.  

Where Labour has been vague about how much it 
would borrow, the Conservatives have given very 
little information about how they would find the 
large cuts to spending that their plans imply. Their 
plans involve £12 billion of social security cuts, and 
£30 billion of cuts to unprotected departments. But 
they have outlined specific social security cuts of 
under £2 billion, and merely claimed that they would 
find £15–£20 billion of ‘efficiency savings’ in public 
services. Given that the unprotected departments 
have already faced budget cuts of around a fifth, it 
would be surprising if there were many efficiency 
savings left. 
 
The Conservatives point to their record of cutting 
departmental spending over this parliament as 
evidence that they could achieve the same again. 
But one would expect the easiest cuts to have 
been made first, and the cuts over this parliament 
were in a context of stagnant private sector wages, 
which made it relatively easy to hold down public 
sector pay. If private sector wages pick up as they 
are expected to, then ‘the same again’ could be 
very difficult. 
 
There are also areas on the tax side where the parties 
should really have given more information. The 
Liberal Democrats, the Conservatives and Labour 
have all outlined plans that rely on raising revenues 
from cracking down on tax avoidance, but their 
detailed plans are unlikely to raise anywhere near 
the billions of pounds they are hoping for. 
 
If Labour win office, they would ask the OBR to do 
full ‘costings’ of the parties’ manifestos. This could be 
very positive – perhaps this is the last election when 
the voters will be quite so in the dark. But doing it 
properly would mean that the parties would have to 
give much more detail of their plans than they are 
used to. 
 
Read the IFS’s full report on the manifestos here. The 
factchecking that follows has been produced by Full 
Fact only. 

Author: Soumaya Keynes
Institute for Fiscal Studies
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Where Labour has been vague about how 
much it would borrow, the Conservatives 
have given very little information about 
how they would find the large cuts to 
spending that their plans imply.
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Manifesto clash: living standards

ECONOmy

Labour and the Conservatives have laid out strong 
views on wages and living standards in their 
manifestos. Perhaps unsurprisingly, they drew very 
different conclusions from the data available. Both 
parties are broadly correct—on their own precise 
terms.

Let’s start with Labour. Their £1,600 figure is 
the change in the real terms median weekly wage 
from April 2010 to April 2014, multiplied by 52. This is 
the difference in what the ‘middle earning’ employee 
in 2010 and 2014 earned in real terms, before any 
taxes and benefits are taken into account. Real terms 
figures are adjusted for changes in prices, so they 
measure changes in purchasing power.

This figure is a pretty good indicator of what 
happened in the first four years of the parliament, 
but it doesn’t tell us much about trends over the past 
year.

As the chair of the UK Statistics Authority has pointed 
out, the change in the median wage “does not 
typically represent the pay rise that most people in 
employment would actually experience during that 
period”. Because the group of people in employment 
changes over time, the median wage can fall even 
when everyone in continuous employment gets a 
pay rise.

Given this long drop in real wages, how did the 
Conservatives reach the conclusion that families are 
£900 better off?

Labour and the Conservatives have laid 
out strong views on wages and living 
standards in their manifestos.

While Labour looked at the change in the median 
pre-tax weekly wage for employees up to 2014,  
the Conservatives are looking at the forecast change 
in post-tax household income from 2010 to 2015.

It’s correct that this is forecast to be higher in 2015 
than it was in 2010, although it’s been lower than its 
level at the election throughout this parliament.

Post-tax household income includes a much wider 
range of income sources—for example, income from 
investments or benefits. It also takes into account 
changes in employment. If wages fall but the 
number of people in employment increases, then 
the average household income can rise.

In addition, this measure takes account of changes 
in the tax system. As the Institute for Fiscal Studies 
has pointed out, if a taxpayer’s wages fall by £1,600, 
then their take-home pay falls by at most £1,100.

Looking at post-tax income allows what the IFS calls 
a “fuller description” of household living standards.

“With inflation at a record low, the latest OBR 
forecasts show that living standards will be higher in 
2015 than 2010, and are set to grow strongly every 
year for the rest of the decade, with the average 
family £900 better off”

“Since 2010, working people are earning on 
average £1,600 less a year after inflation”

— Conservative manifesto — Labour manifesto

While Labour looked at the change in 
the median pre-tax weekly wage for 
employees up to 2014, the Conservatives 
are looking at the forecast change in post-
tax household income from 2010 to 2015.

https://fullfact.org/economy/1600_worse_off_two_methods-40768
https://fullfact.org/factcheck/economy/1600_worse_off_labour_wages-40733
https://fullfact.org/economy/living_standards_parliament-41273
http://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/reports---correspondence/correspondence/letter-from-sir-andrew-dilnot-to-frances-o-grady-240315.pdf
http://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/reports---correspondence/correspondence/letter-from-sir-andrew-dilnot-to-frances-o-grady-240315.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/416330/47881_Budget_2015_Web_Accessible.pdf#page=17
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/416330/47881_Budget_2015_Web_Accessible.pdf#page=17
https://fullfact.org/economy/living_standards_parliament-41273
https://fullfact.org/economy/living_standards_parliament-41273
http://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/budgets/budget2015/budget2015_pj.pdf#page=4
http://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/budgets/budget2015/budget2015_pj.pdf#page=3
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/manifesto2015/ConservativeManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D9
www.labour.org.uk/page/-/BritainCanBeBetter-TheLabourPartyManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D17
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Manifesto clash: debt and deficit

ECONOmy

Five years ago, the budget deficit stood at 10.2% of 
GDP. The Office for Budget Responsibility (OBR) 
has data stretching back to 1948, and this was 
the highest the deficit has been in this period. It was 
also the highest in cash terms at about £154 billion, 
and the highest when adjusted for inflation.

Since that point, the deficit has been reduced. In 
2014/15 it was estimated at 5% of GDP, and it’s 
forecast to fall further to 4% of GDP this year.

In cash terms, the deficit was estimated at £87 
billion last year (down 43% from 2010), and it’s 
forecast to fall to about £75 billion this year.

The Conservatives say that debt (as a proportion of 
GDP) is expected to start falling this financial year.  
It is, but there’s a caveat to this success.

The government has decided to sell £20 billion worth 
of assets in 2015/16, including some shares in Lloyds 
Banking Group. As the Institute for Fiscal Studies 
has pointed out, this is “not a genuine reduction 
in government indebtedness”. Selling these assets 
just brings forward income that would have been 
received in the future.

In 2016/17, debt as a proportion of GDP is expected 
to fall without any additional asset sales, according 
to the OBR’s projections.

Did the government fail on its promise to balance 
the books? The Conservative manifesto in 2010 said 
that the party would “set out a credible plan for 
eliminating the bulk of the structural current budget 
deficit over a Parliament”. This measure of the 
deficit looks at borrowing that isn’t caused by new 

investment or the business cycle; it’s not a measure 
of total borrowing.

The June Budget 2010 contained plans and forecasts 
that indicated that the structural current deficit 
would “be in surplus” by 2014/15, and press coverage 
at the time showed Downing Street pledging to “take 
responsibility for balancing Britain’s books within 
five years”.

The Institute for Fiscal Studies says that from 
2010/11 to 2014/15 the government borrowed 
approximately £100 billion more than it planned to 
at the start of this parliament.

This wasn’t because the Coalition failed to cut 
spending. The economy hasn’t performed as well 
as it hoped, and the government has raised less tax 
revenue than it expected to.

“Five years ago, the budget deficit 
was more than 10 per cent of 
GDP, the highest in our peacetime 
history […] today, the deficit is half 
that level and debt as a share of 
national income will start falling 
this financial year”

“In the last five years, we have 
worked hard to bring balance 
back to Britain’s public finances. 
The deficit is now half what it 
was in 2010”

“The Conservative-led Government 
promised to balance the books in 
this Parliament. But this promise 
has been broken. The Conservatives 
will leave the country borrowing 
over £75 billion this year”

— Labour manifesto— Conservative manifesto — Liberal Democrat manifesto

Budget deficit
Public sector net borrowing, excluding public sector banks

Source: Office for Budget Responsibility, Public Finances 
Databank, April 2015
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http://budgetresponsibility.org.uk/pubs/PSF_aggregates_databank_April_2015.xls
https://fullfact.org/economy/election_2015_debt_deficit-43413
http://budgetresponsibility.org.uk/pubs/PSF_aggregates_databank_April_2015.xls
http://budgetresponsibility.org.uk/pubs/PSF_aggregates_databank_April_2015.xls
http://budgetresponsibility.org.uk/pubs/PSF_aggregates_databank_April_2015.xls
http://budgetresponsibility.org.uk/pubs/PSF_aggregates_databank_April_2015.xls
http://budgetresponsibility.org.uk/pubs/PSF_aggregates_databank_April_2015.xls
http://budgetresponsibility.org.uk/pubs/PSF_aggregates_databank_April_2015.xls
http://cdn.budgetresponsibility.independent.gov.uk/March2015EFO_18-03-webv1.pdf#page=192
http://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/budgets/budget2015/budget2015_gt.pdf#page=12
https://www.conservatives.com/~/media/files/activist%2520centre/press%2520and%2520policy/manifestos/manifesto2010#page=18
https://www.conservatives.com/~/media/files/activist%2520centre/press%2520and%2520policy/manifestos/manifesto2010#page=18
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201011/cmhansrd/cm100622/debtext/100622-0005.htm
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/budget/7505366/Budget-2010-live.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/budget/7505366/Budget-2010-live.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/budget/7505366/Budget-2010-live.html
http://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/gb/gb2015/ch1_gb2015.pdf#page=14
http://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/publications/budgets/as2014/as2014_johnson.pdf#page=3
http://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/publications/budgets/as2014/as2014_johnson.pdf#page=3
www.labour.org.uk/page/-/BritainCanBeBetter-TheLabourPartyManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D18
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/manifesto2015/ConservativeManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D9
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/libdems/pages/8907/attachments/original/1429028133/Liberal_Democrat_General_Election_Manifesto_2015.pdf%3F1429028133%23page%3D15
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Manifesto clash: job security

ECONOmy

Over two million more people are in employment 
than in the three months before the last election, but 
it’s hard to measure the quality of jobs created.

The Conservatives said that Britain is creating more 
jobs than the rest of the EU put together. This 
actually refers to the net change in employment, not 
the number of new jobs created.

In the latest Eurostat figures, the UK had seen a rise 
in employment of about 1.9 million since the second 
quarter of 2010. The other 27 EU countries combined 
had actually seen employment fall slightly. So the 
UK saw a larger net increase in employment than 
the rest of the EU combined over that particular 
measurement period, but the same would be true of 
any region that saw employment grow. 

This comparison is sensitive to the start and end 
points used. If you measure from the first quarter of 
2010—then the rest of the EU had a larger increase 
in employment than the UK

A bigger problem is that while some countries 
(like Germany and Poland) saw quite large rises in 
employment, others (like Spain and Greece) saw 
large falls. Grouping the “rest of Europe” into one 
category mixes together countries with very different 
economic circumstances in a way that conceals a 
wide variety of experiences. Germany and Poland 
combined saw a larger rise in employment than  
the UK.

The UK’s own statistics are more recent. They show 
just over two million more people in employment 
than there were in the three months before the 
2010 election.

While the Conservatives say that this means more 
people claiming a regular pay packet, Labour says 
that people have been driven into precarious, badly 
paid jobs.

There’s no easy way to tell how the number of people 
with a regular pay packet has changed. Some self-
employed people enjoy regular work and pay, and 
the Labour Force Survey can only tell us about the 
type of contracts or working arrangements people 
have, not how secure they feel in their current job.

“Britain is creating more jobs than the 27 other 
countries of the European Union put together.  
That means more people with the security of a 
regular pay packet”

“Too many have been driven from secure, full-
time work, into precarious, badly paid jobs—
many working on zero-hours contracts”

— Conservative manifesto — Labour manifesto

(continued overleaf)

While Labour looked at the change in 
the median pre-tax weekly wage for 
employees up to 2014, the Conservatives 
are looking at the forecast change in post-
tax household income from 2010 to 2015.

The UK had seen a rise in employment of 
about 1.9 million since the second quarter 
of 2010. The other 27 EU countries 
combined had actually seen employment 
fall slightly. So the UK saw a larger net 
increase in employment than the rest 
of the EU combined over that particular 
measurement period, but the same 
would be true of any region that saw 
employment grow.

http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?query=BOOKMARK_DS-053314_QID_2702E777_UID_-3F171EB0&layout=TIME,C,X,0;GEO,L,Y,0;SEX,L,Z,0;INDIC_EM,L,Z,1;INDICATORS,C,Z,2;&zSelection=DS-053314INDICATORS,OBS_FLAG;DS-053314SEX,T;DS-053314INDIC_EM,EMP_LFS;&rankName1=INDICATORS_1_2_-1_2&rankName2=SEX_1_2_-1_2&rankName3=INDIC-EM_1_2_-1_2&rankName4=TIME_1_0_0_0&rankName5=GEO_1_2_0_1&sortC=ASC_-1_FIRST&rStp=&cStp=&rDCh=&cDCh=&rDM=true&cDM=true&footnes=false&empty=false&wai=false&time_mode=NONE&time_most_recent=falsINCLUDEPICTURE
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lms/labour-market-statistics/april-2015/table-a01.xls
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/manifesto2015/ConservativeManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D9
www.labour.org.uk/page/-/BritainCanBeBetter-TheLabourPartyManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D17
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In the latest figures, there were roughly 1.47 
million more full-time and 0.53 million more part-
time workers in employment than there were in the 
three months before the last election.

Roughly 0.55 million more people were self-
employed, and there were 1.45 million more 
employees (with a 1.21 million increase in employees 
working full-time).

Looking at precarious employment, the separation 
rate—the proportion of workers that move from 
employment to unemployment each quarter—had 
returned to approximately its pre-downturn level in 
the fourth quarter of 2014, and was lower than it 
was at the time of the election.

The number of people working in temporary jobs had 
risen by about 0.19 million since the three months 
before the 2010 election, and temporary employees 
now account for a slightly larger proportion of the 
workforce than was previously the case.

This isn’t to say that all of these people have been 
forced into temporary work; just over a third of these 
workers had taken temporary work because they 
couldn’t find permanent jobs.

It remains the case that one in six people who work 
part-time do so because they can’t find full-time jobs. 

Employment on the rise, but we’ve seen it all before
Number of people aged 16 and over in employment

Source: ONS Labour market statistics, March 2015, table A02
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In the noughties the average was fewer than one 
in 10 part-time workers being in this position, so the 
issue still lingers.

Average wages have fallen substantially since 2010, 
but the effect on wages of the changing types of 
jobs available in the economy was generally positive 
between 2010 and 2014. 

The odd year out is 2014, when the changing mix of 
high, low and medium skilled jobs presented a drag 
on wages.

Not coincidentally, the Bank of England pointed 
out that the change in employment in that period 
saw higher employment growth for young and low 
skilled workers.

Finally, we cannot put a precise figure on the change 
in the number of people employed on zero hour 
contracts since the election. 

In the latest figures, there were just under 
700,000 people employed on zero hour contracts as 
their main source of work.

These figures come from a survey, and are affected 
by greater awareness of zero hour contracts, so we 
can’t say how the number of people on zero hour 
contracts has changed over time.

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lms/labour-market-statistics/april-2015/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lms/labour-market-statistics/april-2015/table-a01.xls
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lms/labour-market-statistics/april-2015/table-a01.xls
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lms/labour-market-statistics/april-2015/table-a01.xls
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lms/labour-market-statistics/april-2015/table-emp01.xls
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lms/labour-market-statistics/april-2015/table-emp01.xls
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lms/labour-market-statistics/april-2015/table-emp01.xls
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171766_401022.pdf#page=19
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lms/labour-market-statistics/april-2015/table-emp01.xls
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lms/labour-market-statistics/april-2015/table-emp01.xls
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lms/labour-market-statistics/april-2015/table-emp01.xls
https://fullfact.org/economy/living_standards_parliament-41273
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171766_387913.pdf#page=10
http://www.bankofengland.co.uk/publications/Documents/inflationreport/2014/ir14nov.pdf#page=30
http://www.bankofengland.co.uk/publications/Documents/inflationreport/2014/ir14nov.pdf#page=30
https://fullfact.org/factcheck/economy/zero_hour_contracts_facts-41165
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171776_396885.pdf#page=1
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171776_396885.pdf#page=1
https://fullfact.org/live/2015/mar/zero_hours_contracts_trends_awareness-41135
https://fullfact.org/live/2015/mar/zero_hours_contracts_trends_awareness-41135
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Education: an introduction
The last five years have seen a transformation in 
English schools. Before the last general election, 
there were 200 open academies, mostly secondary 
schools. There are now 4,800 academies and free 
schools, more than half of which are primary schools. 
About three in ten pupils attend academies. 

Although academies have been a central tenet of 
education policy over the last five years, parents are 
still quite uncertain as to how they differ to other 
schools. 46% of parents want more information 
about academies and only around half got the right 
answers to questions about academy freedoms, 
according to evidence from the National Foundation 
for Educational Research. 

In brief, we’ve got two types of academies:

• Sponsored academies—these have sponsors 
such as businesses, universities, other schools, 
faith groups or voluntary groups, who have 
majority control of the academy trust. Most, but 
not all, sponsored academies were previously 
underperforming schools that became academies 
in order to improve their performance. 

• Converter academies—these don’t have sponsors; 
in general, they are schools previously assessed as 
‘performing well’ that have ‘converted’ to academy 
status. About seven in ten academies (excluding 
free schools) are converters.

Free schools are set up as academies, and intended 
to be founded with the support of local groups.

Academies aren’t the only area where there have 
been big changes. Education is often seen in 
terms of creating a route to work for young people. 
But approximately one in six young people* are 
unemployed (16.1%) in contrast to an overall 
unemployment rate of 5.6%. 

Apprenticeships are prized as a way of preparing 
young people for work and securing skills that 
will contribute to economic growth. In the 1950s, 
apprenticeships were about three years long and 
mainly for young people, and featured more in the 
manufacturing sector, whereas now they’re shorter 
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and for all ages. Many apprenticeships now last a 
single year, according to the Sutton Trust.

This hasn’t always been the case either—a one 
year minimum length for apprenticeships in the UK 
was set in 2012 in order to “drive up quality”. The 
year before this came into force, around 200,000 
apprenticeships had a planned length of stay of less 
than a year. But the National Audit Office (NAO) has 
said it’s too early to tell if the minimum length has 
had any effect. There’s still disagreement between 
the parties on whether this and other changes have 
gone far enough.

We hear less about other reforms, such as the 
requirement to continue studying English and maths 
post-GCSE if pupils haven’t achieved an A*–C grade in 
those subjects. 

The state school population is expected to rise from 
7 million now to 8 million by 2023, creating a future 
planning need. There’s also childcare, tuition fees, 
qualified and unqualified teachers and more. 

Despite these significant changes and debates, 
education has received relatively little attention 
apart from the occasional peak in coverage in 
relation to tuition fees during the election campaign. 
It is still one of the most important issues which 
people say will inform who they vote for. A quarter of 
people say education will be very important to them 
in making their decision.

We don’t have enough evidence yet to say how well 
some high-profile changes are working. Free schools, 
for example, because they are new schools, often 
fill up year by year. So a secondary free school that 
opened up two years ago may only have year 7 and 8 
pupils in it now. It’s difficult to say for sure how well 
a school is doing—or is likely to be doing—when it 
only has two year groups. Some evidence is available 
on the individual components of vocational reforms, 
but it’s still too early to know what the overall effect 
of the changes will be. 

*Updated 05/05/2015: Originally we said “one in seven 
young people are unemployed (16.1%)”. We should 
have said one in six young people are unemployed 
(which 16.1% is closer to).

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201415/cmselect/cmeduc/258/258.pdf#page=5
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/412894/Open_academies_and_academy_projects_awaiting_approval_March_2015.xlsx
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/412894/Open_academies_and_academy_projects_awaiting_approval_March_2015.xlsx
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/417672/List_of_open_free_schools_and_free_schools_opening_in_2015.xlsx
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/417672/List_of_open_free_schools_and_free_schools_opening_in_2015.xlsx
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/410543/2014_SPC_SFR_Text_v102.pdf
http://www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/IMPB01/IMPB01.pdf#page=14
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/tackling-underperformance-in-weak-primary-schools
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/tackling-underperformance-in-weak-primary-schools
http://www.newschoolsnetwork.org/sites/default/files/Comparison%2520of%2520school%2520types.pdf#page=3
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/open-academies-and-academy-projects-in-development
http://www.lexisnexis.com/uk/lexispsl/localgovernment/document/393985/55MK-3T41-F18D-K2N5-00000-00/Free%20schools
https://www.gov.uk/set-up-free-school
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lms/labour-market-statistics/april-2015/statistical-bulletin.html#tab-12--Young-People-in-the-Labour-Market
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lms/labour-market-statistics/april-2015/statistical-bulletin.html#tab-8--Unemployment
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/278529/bis-14-p172a-skills-funding-statement-2013-2016.pdf#page=10
http://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/research/olympic-britain/education/youre-hired/
https://fullfact.org/education/apprenticeships-35241
http://www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/APPRENTICESHIPS.pdf#page=6
http://www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/APPRENTICESHIPS.pdf#page=6
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/better-standards-for-apprenticeships
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-minimum-12-month-duration-for-all-apprenticeships
http://dera.ioe.ac.uk/19793/1/Analysis_of_Apprenticeship_Quality_Changes.pdf
http://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/16-to-18-year-old-participation-in-education-and-training.pdf#page=12
http://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/16-to-18-year-old-participation-in-education-and-training.pdf#page=12
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-completes-next-stage-in-apprenticeship-reform
https://fullfact.org/education/young_people_education_work_options-42638
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/national-pupil-projections-trends-in-pupil-numbers-july-2014
http://electionunspun.net/?select-graph-type%255B%255D=issues-of-the-week
https://www.ipsos-mori.com/researchpublications/researcharchive/poll.aspx?oItemId=54&view=wide
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Expert commentary: the National 
Foundation for Educational Research

All parties discuss teacher training and qualifications. 
The Conservatives lay out measures to ‘recruit and 
keep the best teachers’ and Labour say they will 
‘encourage teaching quality by creating new career 
routes for teachers who are expert in their subject’. 
Furthermore, the Conservatives emphasise that they 
believe teachers should be ‘regarded in the same 
way as other highly skilled professionals’.

However none of the parties directly address a 
looming shortfall of teachers. Pupil numbers are 
rising, the economy is recovering (raising the 
prospect of increased competition for talented 
graduates), and there are already pressures in some 
subject areas. A crisis point may soon be reached.  

In fact, some of the promised measures could 
further confound the problem, with reduced class 
sizes (Labour) requiring even more teachers, and 
raising the bar to entering the teaching profession 
(Lib Dems) potentially reducing the pool of 
potential applicants. 

All manifestos speak about an entitlement to 
free childcare for working families; however these 
discussions frequently focus on the parents 
(particularly enabling them to work) rather than the 
children. How will the next Government ensure that 
quality is maintained and improved as the quantity 
of provision increases? This is particularly important 
given the critical role of a child’s early years in 
shaping their future life course. 

Whoever becomes Secretary of State after the 
election, the part of the education system which 
lies between them and headteachers will remain a 
murky one for most people. The Select Committee 
report on events in Birmingham concluded that 
‘the sheer number of organisations which became 
involved indicated the complexity of emerging 
oversight arrangements for schools’. 

Both Labour and the Lib Dems suggest that there 
should be more opportunities for  ‘local intervention’. 
There is already a new middle tier that has been 
introduced by the Conservatives, namely Regional 
School Commissioners; however these are not 
mentioned in their manifesto. The Lib Dems say 
they will abolish Regional School Commissioners 
whilst Labour would introduce Directors of School 
Standards (a role that would result in the abolition of 
Regional School Commissioners too).

NFER would like to see an increase in clarity around 
all these levels – as well as local authorities – so 
that schools, pupils and parents can easily 
understand the accountability structure of the 
English education system. 

NFER have reviewed the education topics 
covered by the main parties’ manifestos to to 
consider whether they cover the key issues any 
government will face after May 7th. We have 
identified areas that are pretty well covered 
but we are concerned that the manifestos 
are missing some wider strategic points (for 
example teacher supply, and the importance 
of good quality childcare). We have identified 
some areas that are only covered in a selection 
of the manifestos, and issues that ought to 
be more thoroughly questioned by the other 
parties and the electorate (for example school 
governance, adult skills and Ofsted). There are 
also some areas that no-one is talking about 
and NFER would like to see a broadening of the 
education discussion especially in the area of 
NEETs.
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(continued overleaf)

We’re going to need more teachers

The quality of childcare is even more 
important than the quantity

It may not be a vote winner, but 
governance matters

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/330261/SFR23_2014_Main_Text.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/330261/SFR23_2014_Main_Text.pdf
https://getintoteaching.education.gov.uk/bursaries-and-funding
https://getintoteaching.education.gov.uk/bursaries-and-funding
http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/news/early-years-education-and-childcare-new-report-and-funding-programme
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201415/cmselect/cmeduc/473/473.pdf
http://www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/IMPB01/IMPB01.pdf#page=10
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All the manifestos discuss skills, but few address 
lifelong learning. In the main, references to skills 
in the manifestos are limited to those acquired by 
young people in formal (and compulsory) education 
settings. However, international evidence suggests 
that the competitiveness of our workforce depends 
in part on high levels of skills acquisition throughout 
adult life. 

Ofsted is mentioned in passing in most manifestos, 
but they do not set out detailed proposals for how 
the inspection regime might work in future. This is 
despite the looming prominence of the inspectorate 
in the professional life of every teacher, and the 
fact that even small changes in the inspection 
framework can have major consequences for schools. 
Reforms to Ofsted could therefore be one of the most 
significant actions a new government takes—so the 
main parties should be discussing what they are 
going to do and when.

With the raising of the participation age to 18, and 
an overall increase in employment, the issue of 
young people not in education, employment or 
training has fallen off the radar. Although there are 
commitments from parties to increase the quality 
of education provision post-16, including vocational 
qualifications, there will almost certainly remain a 
cohort of young people, often with complex barriers 
to learning or employment, who get left behind. It is 
important that all political parties maintain a focus 
on this vulnerable group of young people and how to 
address their needs. 

NFER’s policy updates, analyses and news on 
education and related issues for the UK 2015 general 
election can be found here. The factchecking that 
follows has been produced by Full Fact only. 
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don’t neglect adult skills We still have Neets

most parties are saying very little 
about an issue of particular concern 
to schools: Ofsted

https://www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/IACZ01/IACZ01_home.cfm
http://www.naht.org.uk/welcome/news-and-media/campaigns/ofsted-reform-campaign/
https://www.thekeysupport.com/media/filer_public/d8/35/d8357fec-59f1-4b22-8112-cae115e80343/state-of-education-report-2015.pdf
https://www.nfer.ac.uk/election-2015/
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Manifesto clash: the number 
of apprenticeships

EdUCATION

At first glance it might appear as if the Coalition 
parties disagree on the number of apprenticeships 
that have been started since the beginning of the 
2010/11 academic year. But the claims made here 
are all accurate in terms of the numbers; it’s in the 
detail of who’s benefiting (or not) that there’s a 
discrepancy.

The Coalition committed to delivering 2 million 
apprenticeships in England by the time of the 
upcoming election—which they’ve achieved 

and exceeded by 177,000 (when you include the 
estimated figures for the 2014/15 academic year). 

The Conservatives report this as 2.2 million, while the 
Liberal Democrats say 2 million (perhaps to link to 
their target, or maybe just a difference of rounding).

The Liberal Democrats also refer to training “young 
people” for 21st century jobs.

But it’s those aged 25 and over that have seen the 
biggest increase. Apprenticeship starts for this age 
group more than tripled between 2009/10 and 
2013/14, while starts increased by 3% for the under 
19s. Put another way, 4 in 10 of apprenticeship starts 
since 2010 have been by those aged 25 and over.

And as Labour refers to in its manifesto, starts 
among the under 25 age group fell slightly from 
279,900 in 2012/13 to 278,900 in 2013/14. A 5,000 
increase among the under 19s was counterbalanced 
by a slightly larger fall among 19-24 year olds.

These levels are high by rough historical figures. From 
the 1950s to the late 1970s there were fewer than 
200,000 apprenticeships started each year, declining 
to fewer than 50,000 from then until the mid-1990s 
when the modern apprenticeship was introduced. 
The number started each year has been mostly 
increasing ever since (up to 450,000 in 2010).

“We have boosted the number 
of apprenticeships to record 
levels—2.2 million over the last 
five years”

“Two million apprenticeships, 
training our young people for 
21st century jobs [...] more people 
have started an apprenticeship in 
this Parliament than ever before”

“In the past year the number 
of young people starting 
apprenticeships has fallen”

— Labour manifesto— Conservative manifesto — Liberal Democrat manifesto

Apprenticeship starts in England
Apprenticeship programme starts per academic year, by age

Source: Skills Funding Agency Further Education & Skills 
(March 2015) and Commons Hansard 14 February 2011
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https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/queens-speech-2014
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/416527/SFR_commentary_March_2015_FINAL.pdf#page=36
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/416527/SFR_commentary_March_2015_FINAL.pdf#page=48
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/416527/SFR_commentary_March_2015_FINAL.pdf#page=36
http://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/research/olympic-britain/education/youre-hired/
www.labour.org.uk/page/-/BritainCanBeBetter-TheLabourPartyManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D25
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/manifesto2015/ConservativeManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D35
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/libdems/pages/8907/attachments/original/1429028133/Liberal_Democrat_General_Election_Manifesto_2015.pdf%23page%3D53
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Manifesto clash: the quality of 
apprenticeships

EdUCATION

The number of university-level higher apprenticeships 
is increasing, as the Conservative manifesto suggests, 
but it’s still small relative to the number of lower-
level apprenticeships.

A £25 million fund was introduced in 2011 to 
increase the number of advanced and higher 
apprenticeships—the equivalent of 2 A Level passes 
and a university-level qualification (such as a higher 
education certificate, diploma or a bachelor degree) 
respectively. 

Since then, the government has announced a further 
£40 million to deliver an additional 20,000 higher 
apprenticeship starts in the 2013/14 and 2014/15 

“We will re-focus existing spending away from low-
level apprenticeships for older people, and towards 
a system where apprenticeships are focused on 
new job entrants, lasting at least two years, and 
providing level three qualifications or above”

“We will continue to replace lower-level classroom-
based Further Education courses with high-quality 
apprenticeships that combine training with 
experience of work and a wage”

—Labour manifesto —Conservative manifesto

academic years. So it won’t be until the end of the 
current academic year that we see the full effect of 
that in the figures.

Labour talks about moving towards a system 
focused on new job entrants. The current system 
allows both new and existing employees to take on 
apprenticeships.

In 2011, some of the money that had been spent on 
the abolished Train to Gain scheme that provided 
vocational training to adult employees was 
transferred to fund adult apprenticeships instead. 
Critics suggested that adults gaining skills under that 
training scheme were simply being “classified as new 
apprenticeships” as a result.

So the increase in apprenticeships among the 25 and 
over age group isn’t necessarily an increase in the 
number of people in this age group taking on training, 
as some of this training might have happened 
anyway.

Some companies have been shifting their employees 
onto apprenticeships in order to certify training for 
their existing staff—or so it was suggested by the 
Institute for Public Policy Research, a think tank, 
in a 2011 report. In that year 70% of apprentices 
worked for their employer before starting their 
apprenticeship, compared with about 50% in 2007.

The government’s Richard Review in 2012 concluded 
that apprenticeships “should be targeted only at 
those who are new to a job or role that requires 
sustained and substantial training.”

Apprenticeship starts in England
Apprenticeship programme starts per academic year, by level

Source: Skills Funding Agency Further Education & Skills 
(March 2015)
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/higher-apprenticeships-guide-for-employers
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/pm-announces-25-million-boost-for-higher-apprenticeships
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/higher-apprenticeships-guide-for-employers
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/263942/35062_Autumn_Statement_2013.pdf#page=56
www.labour.org.uk/page/-/BritainCanBeBetter-TheLabourPartyManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D25
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/manifesto2015/ConservativeManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D37
https://www.gov.uk/take-on-an-apprentice/overview
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/203826/Spending_review_2010.pdf#page=54
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/31996/10-1013-sfa-funding-letter-2010-11.pdf#page=3
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/31996/10-1013-sfa-funding-letter-2010-11.pdf#page=3
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201314/ldhansrd/text/140324w0001.htm#wa_st_8
http://www.ippr.org/assets/media/images/media/files/publication/2011/11/apprenticeships_Nov2011_8028.pdf#page=19
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/32363/12-915-richard-review-apprenticeships-background-evidence.pdf#page=12
http://dera.ioe.ac.uk/8726/1/DIUS-RR-08-05.pdf#page=16
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/the-richard-review-of-apprenticeships
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Manifesto clash: university fees

EdUCATION

The trade-off involved in allowing tuition fees to 
rise, while also putting up the threshold after which 
they have to be paid back, does seem to mean more 
debt for students. Fewer will pay it all off, and poorer 
graduates will repay less than previously.

In 2012 the Conservative/Liberal Democrat 
coalition raised the cap on tuition fees for 
undergraduate courses to £6,000, rising to £9,000 
in “exceptional circumstances”. The majority of 
universities are charging £9,000.

English-domiciled students start making 
repayments once they earn £21,000 (a threshold 
that is intended to be linked to income growth) 
rather than £15,000 as before. They are charged 
an above-inflation interest rate if they earn at least 
£21,000, and their debts are written off 30 years after 
becoming eligible to repay, rather than 25 years after 
as before.

The Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) has said that 
students under the higher fees system will indeed 
graduate with £44,035 of debt, in 2014 prices.

It estimates that average total repayments under 
the new system will be about £22,843.

But over the longer run, the lowest-earning 30% of 
graduates who studied full-time will repay less under 
the new system than they would have under the old, 
according to estimates by the IFS. The remaining 
70% are expected to have to pay back more under 
the new system.

Roughly 73% of graduates will not repay their debt in 
full, compared with 32% under the old system.

Take the example given by the IFS of an ‘average 
teacher’. Before the 2012 changes that teacher 
would have repaid around £25,000 in total (in 2014 
prices), clearing the debt in full by around age 40.

Under the new system, that teacher will pay back 
around £42,000 (in 2014 prices), but still won’t have 
repaid in full by their early 50s—at which point 
they’ll have around £25,000 of their remaining debt 
written off. In contrast, an ‘average lawyer’ would 
pay off their debt in their early 40s (contrasted with 
early 30s under the previous system).

For more information about the impact of the 
changes, including an outline of tuition fees in the 
rest of the UK, see our briefing.

“Our reforms to university 
funding mean you do not have 
to pay anything towards tuition 
while studying, and only start 
paying back if you earn over 
£21,000 per year”

“Students in England do not have 
to pay anything until they are 
earning over £21,000 per year […] 
only high-earning graduates pay 
their tuition fees in full”

“The Government’s decision to 
triple university tuition fees 
leaves young people […] starting 
their working lives burdened by 
£44,000 of debt”

— Labour manifesto— Conservative manifesto — Liberal Democrat manifesto

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201011/cmhansrd/cm101103/debtext/101103-0001.htm#10110358000003
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201011/cmhansrd/cm101103/debtext/101103-0001.htm#10110358000003
http://www.offa.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/OFFA-15-16-access-agreements-data-tables.xlsx
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/31384/11-944-higher-education-students-at-heart-of-system.pdf#page=20
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/31384/11-944-higher-education-students-at-heart-of-system.pdf#page=20
http://www.studentloanrepayment.co.uk/portal/page?_pageid=93,6678775&_dad=portal&_schema=PORTAL
http://www.ifs.org.uk/comms/r93.pdf#page=25
http://www.ifs.org.uk/comms/r93.pdf#page=30
http://www.ifs.org.uk/comms/r93.pdf#page=30
http://www.ifs.org.uk/comms/r93.pdf#page=8
http://www.ifs.org.uk/comms/r93.pdf#page=47
https://fullfact.org/education/have_the_tuition_fees_reforms_worked-37059
www.labour.org.uk/page/-/BritainCanBeBetter-TheLabourPartyManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D25
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/manifesto2015/ConservativeManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D35
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/libdems/pages/8907/attachments/original/1429028133/Liberal_Democrat_General_Election_Manifesto_2015.pdf%23page%3D53
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Manifesto clash: academies

EdUCATION

Academies, including free schools, are directly 
accountable to the Secretary of State for Education, 
while all other state-funded schools are accountable 
to local authorities (with both inspected by Ofsted). 
It’s this approach that Labour says isn’t working, 
while the Conservatives insist it is.

We don’t know either way on primary schools, 
because little evidence exists. For secondary 
schools, based on analysis of GCSE results, it looks 
as though performance at schools that were often 
previously underperforming and taken over by a 
sponsor (sponsored academies) has improved faster 
than other schools. But there’s mixed evidence 
on schools that were generally high performing 
and have switched over to become academies 
(converter academies).

Academies are run by academy trusts, don’t have 
to follow the national curriculum, and tend to 
have greater freedom to set their own term times 
and admissions (although this is a complex area). 
They’re funded directly by the Department for 
Education (DfE) rather than the local authority, giving 
academies more control over their budgets. They 
also have fewer requirements when it comes to 
their school behaviour policy.

They must still follow the same rules on special 
educational needs and exclusions as other state 
schools, and are required to provide a curriculum that 
is “balanced and broadly based, and includes English, 
mathematics and science”. In terms of admissions, 
they still have to follow the same rules as other state 
schools, but can set their own arrangements rather 

The Conservatives say that the academy system is 
“improving education for our children”. In terms of 
primary schools, there’s little evidence available to 
prove this either way.

In sponsored secondary academies, school 
performance has increased more quickly than 
in similar non-academy schools, according 
to research by academics at London School of 
Economics that looks at GCSE results of academies 
that opened before 2010. The improvement is 
greatest in schools that have been academies for the 
longest, implying that the effect of academy status 
has a gradual impact on improving performance.

“Over 4,000 schools are already benefiting from 
academy status, giving them more power over 
discipline and budgets. And nearly 800 of the 
worst-performing primary schools have been 
taken over by experienced academy sponsors 
with a proven track record of success. This is 
improving education for our children”

“The Government has attempted to oversee 
thousands of schools from the centre.  
This approach is not working. Underperformance 
is going unchallenged”

— Labour manifesto— Conservative manifesto

(continued overleaf)

Academy freedoms
Performance

than these being determined by the local authority 
as is the case for many non-academies.

Evidence on the extent to which academies are 
using these new freedoms is mixed. A 2014 survey 
of academies by the DfE found that 87% say they 
are now buying in services previously provided by the 
local authority from elsewhere, 55% have changed 
their curriculum, 8% have increased the length of their 
school day and 4% have changed their school terms.

While various other changes were also reported, it’s 
not clear to what extent these are a direct result of 
academy conversion rather than changes that would 
have taken place regardless.

https://www.gov.uk/national-curriculum
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/395789/Governors_Handbook.pdf#page=68
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201415/cmselect/cmeduc/258/258.pdf#page=21
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/393770/Behaviour_and_Discipline_in_Schools_-_A_guide_for_headteachers_and_school_staff_080115.pdf#page=5
https://www.gov.uk/children-with-special-educational-needs
https://www.gov.uk/children-with-special-educational-needs
https://www.gov.uk/school-discipline-exclusions/exclusions
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/412961/zDecember2014_Mainstream_Single_V4.docx
https://www.gov.uk/schools-admissions/admissions-criteria
https://www.gov.uk/academy-admissions
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201415/cmselect/cmeduc/258/258.pdf#page=56
http://www.cesifo-group.de/dms/ifodoc/docs/Akad_Conf/CFP_CONF/CFP_CONF_2014/Conf-ee14-Hanushek/Papers/ee14_Machin.pdf
www.labour.org.uk/page/-/BritainCanBeBetter-TheLabourPartyManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D39
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/manifesto2015/ConservativeManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D36
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/401455/RR366_-_research_report_academy_autonomy.pdf#page=18
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SponsorsIn converter secondary academies, the evidence 
is mixed. Research by the National Foundation for 
Educational Research concluded that academy 
status had made no difference to the progress made 
in converter academies at GCSE two years after 
opening, compared to similar schools in the local 
authority maintained sector over the same time 
period. The same research found that sponsored 
academies were performing better than similar non-
academy schools over the same time frame. 

Some have suggested it’s too early to tell how 
schools that have become academies since 2010 are 
performing in comparison with non-academies.

The other way to look at performance is by looking 
at Ofsted inspections, but just as with looking at 
attainment there are difficulties with this comparison. 
We examine this in our briefing on academies and 
maintained schools (written in collaboration with the 
National Foundation for Educational Research).

Labour also says that underperformance in schools is 
going unchallenged.

A recent report by MPs on the Public Accounts 
Committee said that oversight bodies hadn’t 
formally intervened in all academies identified as 
underperforming. It said that 179 open academies 
met the criteria for receiving interventions in 
September 2013, but only 15 received a warning 
notice.

The government said in response that a new 
management system would aid recordings of 
interventions in underperforming academies and 
that a new risk assessment tool had been developed. 
It also said that the specific circumstances of 
the school are taken into account when deciding 
whether and how to intervene.

The Conservative manifesto refers to the “proven 
track record of success” of sponsors taking over 
poorly performing primary schools. The Public 
Accounts Committee report questioned how well the 
effectiveness of sponsors is being evaluated. 

They criticised the DfE for allowing academy chains 
to grow in size without independent assessments of 
their capacity and capability to do so. 

Currently, the further expansion of 17 sponsors (out 
of 704 approved sponsors) has been formally 
paused because of concerns over the performance 
of their schools, according to figures from November 
last year.

The government has said it agrees with the 
Committee’s recommendation to get independent 
judgements of sponsors’ capacity. The government 
said that the new approach for Ofsted to inspect 
groups of academies in Multi Academy Trusts was 
working and “has supported firm action on sponsors 
where needed”.

Regional Schools Commissioners were established as 
an extra layer of oversight in September 2014. 

They have responsibility for deciding which 
applications for academies can be taken forward, 
monitoring academy performance, and also for 
taking action when an academy is underperforming. 
We don’t have much evidence on how well they’re 
working yet.

Parts of this article come from a briefing written for 
Full Fact by the National Foundation for Educational 
Research. See the full briefing here.

http://www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/LGGA02/LGGA02.pdf#page=9
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201415/cmselect/cmeduc/258/258.pdf#page=16
https://fullfact.org/education/how_good_are_academies_compare_maintained_schools-42769
https://fullfact.org/education/how_good_are_academies_compare_maintained_schools-42769
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201415/cmselect/cmpubacc/735/735.pdf#page=7
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/414663/48464_Cm_9033_Treasury_Minutes_accessible.pdf#page=31
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201415/cmselect/cmpubacc/735/735.pdf#page=8
http://data.parliament.uk/WrittenEvidence/CommitteeEvidence.svc/EvidenceDocument/Public%2520Accounts/School%2520oversight%2520and%2520intervention/written/17387.html
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/academy-sponsor-contact-list
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201415/cmselect/cmpubacc/735/735.pdf#page=8
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/414663/48464_Cm_9033_Treasury_Minutes_accessible.pdf#page=31
www.nga.org.uk/guidance/school-structures-and-constitution/academies-and-free-schools/introduction-to-multi-academy-trusts.aspx
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/schools-commissioners-group
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/regional-schools-commissioners-to-oversee-academies
https://fullfact.org/education/how_good_are_academies_compare_maintained_schools-42769
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Manifesto clash: free schools

EdUCATION

Academies and, therefore free schools, are funded 
directly by the Department for Education (DfE) rather 
than local authorities. They have more freedoms 
than other schools—such as not having to follow the 
national curriculum. Free schools are intended to be 
set up with the support of local groups.

Clearly, Labour and the Conservatives disagree on 
how well they’re doing. It’s too early to tell.

There are currently 254 free schools open, although 
many are still filling up year by year. Only 76 
have been inspected by Ofsted. 24% were rated 
‘outstanding’, a further 49% rated ‘good’, while 
24% were rated as ‘requires improvement’ and 
4% as ‘inadequate’. Two free schools were judged 
inadequate and had their funding terminated by the 
DfE (so are closed). One further school was judged 
inadequate and closed to re-open under a new 
sponsor. It is yet to be inspected. These three 
schools are not included in the figures for inspection 
judgements.

We cannot reliably compare these results to the 
results for local authority schools.

Very different numbers of each kind of school have 
been inspected: only 76 free schools and 17,285 local 
authority schools. Apart from the small number of 
free schools, we’ve also only got inspection results 
for a third of them.  So we don’t know whether these 
will be similar to the remaining two thirds, whereas 
we have results for a large proportion of local 
authority schools. The small number also means that 
the proportion rated outstanding may be volatile, as 
the DfE has pointed out.

There are official key stage two results for just 14 
primary free schools so far, compared to data for 

13,000 local authority maintained primary schools, 
and official GCSE results for just 10 secondary free 
schools, compared to 1,400 local authority schools. 

The primary school release states that “the number 
of free schools with pupils at the end of key stage 2 
is too small to allow robust conclusions to be drawn 
about their performance at the end of key stage 2”.

Labour has also criticised the free schools programme 
for not being targeted at creating school places in 
areas of need. The government has argued that free 
schools are helping to meet demand.

A report published by the Public Accounts 
Committee last year stated that no applications to 
open primary free schools had been submitted in half 
of areas with a high or severe forecast need for extra 
school places.

A National Audit Office report from 2013 said that 
about 70% of the estimated 114,000 primary and 
secondary places opened or due to be open in free 
schools so far are in areas forecasting either high, 
severe, or moderate need for places. 

As of 2014/15 many free schools aren’t operating at 
full capacity and haven’t been open long enough to 
fill up with pupils in every year group—so not all of 
these 114,000 places may be available yet.

Since then, the Department for Education has 
made basic need for places part of the assessment 
criteria (rather than ‘context’) by which free school 
applications are considered.

We’ve got more information on free schools and 
whether they’re meeting the need for school places 
in our school places briefing.

“We will end the wasteful and poorly performing 
Free Schools programme”

“There are over 250 new free schools… 
delivering better education for the children 
who need it most”

— Labour manifesto — Conservative manifesto

https://www.gov.uk/types-of-school/free-schools
https://www.gov.uk/set-up-free-school
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/free-schools-open-schools-and-successful-applications
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/415534/Management_information_-_schools_-_28_February_2015.xlsx
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/265870/131213_Discovery_New_School_Chris_Cook.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/397255/Notice_of_Intent_letter_durham_free_school.pdf
http://www.education.gov.uk/edubase/establishment/links.xhtml?urn=141209
http://reports.ofsted.gov.uk/inspection-reports/find-inspection-report/provider/ELS/138259
http://reports.ofsted.gov.uk/inspection-reports/find-inspection-report/provider/ELS/138259
https://fullfact.org/education/free_school_performance_twice_as_likely_outstanding_ofsted_judgements-35422
http://dataview.ofsted.gov.uk/#/Tab/?percentageType=1&remit=3&deprivation=0&providerType=0&judgement=1&provisionType=1&year=2014-12-31&areaType=1&regionId=0&similarDate=2014-12-31&regionOne=0&regionTwo=0&eightRegions=false&tabName=LocalAuthorityFocus&_=1430136339274
http://dataview.ofsted.gov.uk/#/Tab/?percentageType=1&remit=3&deprivation=0&providerType=0&judgement=1&provisionType=1&year=2014-12-31&areaType=1&regionId=0&similarDate=2014-12-31&regionOne=0&regionTwo=0&eightRegions=false&tabName=LocalAuthorityFocus&_=1430136339274
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/schools-pupils-and-their-characteristics-january-2014
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/schools-pupils-and-their-characteristics-january-2014
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/357764/Free_schools_-_Ofsted_grades_v3.pdf#page=4
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/384958/SFR50_2014_Text.pdf#page=10
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/406314/SFR_02_2015-revised_GCSE_and_equivalents.pdf#page=17
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/384958/SFR50_2014_Text.pdf#page=10
http://www.labour.org.uk/blog/entry/creationism-waste-and-bad-teaching
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-30780126
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmpubacc/941/941.pdf
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmpubacc/941/941.pdf
http://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/10314-001-Free-Schools-Book.pdf#page=17
http://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/10089-001_Capital-funding-for-new-school-places.pdf#page=28
http://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/10089-001_Capital-funding-for-new-school-places.pdf#page=28
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/409701/Assessing_the_need_for_free_schools.pdf#page=3
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/409701/Assessing_the_need_for_free_schools.pdf#page=3
https://fullfact.org/education/school_places_capacity_demand_shortage-37460
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are basically wrong and are likely to understate 
what actually happened during those years. Prior 
to the introduction of the International Passenger 
Survey in 1964, from which we get our estimates 
of migration, we rely on census estimates of the 
migrant population every ten years, which are more 
uncertain still.

A big part of the debate also centres on the 
economic impacts of immigration. While research 
doesn’t agree on whether different groups contribute 
more to the public finances than they receive overall, 
most studies suggest the impact of immigration on 
the public finances is relatively small compared to 
the overall size of the economy.

Beyond that the debate has covered immigrants’ 
impact on public services, jobs, wages, housing, 
school places and their social impacts on 
communities.

All of these—to differing extents—are difficult 
to calculate as they rely on often significant 
assumptions about immigrants’ behaviour while 
they’re in the UK and in particular the effects of 
children born to people who come from abroad. 
Experts disagree on several of these aspects, which 
means that when it comes to drawing conclusions, 
it’s often a matter of reviewing the breadth of 
research on the topics rather than relying on a 
single study alone.

Immigration: an introduction
Immigration is seen as the most important single 
issue facing Britain today and one of the most 
important issues in helping people decide how to vote.

The last two decades have seen historically high 
levels of immigration into the UK. Although most 
immigration continues to come from outside the 
European Union, increases since the turn of the 
century have been driven mainly by EU immigration 
following EU expansion. Migration has also been the 
main driver of growth in the UK population for the last 
two decades, although it has been less of a factor in 
recent years.

Most people are opposed to immigration in general, 
although if you dig a bit deeper people are more 
in favour of certain categories of people—such as 
students and professionals—moving here than of 
low-skilled workers and asylum seekers.

In recent years the public debate on immigration 
has often centred on the level of net migration—the 
difference between the number of people coming 
here to stay for at least a year (immigration) and 
the number leaving for at least the same period 
(emigration). The Conservatives’ prominent pledge 
at the 2010 election to cut net migration from the 
hundreds of thousands to the tens of thousands 
has kept the attention of analysts and the media 
ever since.

In spite of the attention these figures receive, 
they’re highly uncertain because immigration and 
emigration are difficult to count. At the moment 
that means when you see claims of net migration 
at around 300,000 a year, it could easily fall within 
40,000 of that either way.

If there’s uncertainty about the present there’s even 
more uncertainty about the past. Last year the Office 
for National Statistics announced that migration 
in the noughties was higher than it had originally 
estimated due in part to missing out travel to and 
from smaller airports. 

A lasting consequence of this is that estimates for 
those years about immigration, emigration and their 
breakdowns—for instance by people’s nationality—

ImmIGrATION

Importance of immigration
% of people who mention immigration/race relations as one of 
most important issues facing Britain ‘today’ (12-month average)

Source: Ipsos MORI Issues Index
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http://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/research/briefing-papers/SN06077/migration-statistics
https://fullfact.org/immigration/fiscal_impacts_public_finances-42141
https://www.ipsos-mori.com/researchpublications/researcharchive/3542/EconomistIpsos-MORI-March-2015-Issues-Index.aspx
https://www.ipsos-mori.com/researchpublications/researcharchive/poll.aspx?oItemId=54&view=wide
https://www.ipsos-mori.com/researchpublications/researcharchive/poll.aspx?oItemId=54&view=wide
https://fullfact.org/immigration/election_briefing-43627
https://fullfact.org/immigration/public_perceptions_opinion-36471
http://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/commentary/net-migration-genie-and-bottle-where-next-net-migration-target
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/migration1/migration-statistics-quarterly-report/february-2015/index.html
https://fullfact.org/immigration/count_people_in_and_out_uk-37635
https://fullfact.org/live/2014/apr/net_migration_underestimated-31320
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Expert commentary: the Migration 
Observatory at Oxford University
There is no such thing as the “right” or the “wrong” 
immigration policy—every different approach to 
managing migration will involve different trade-offs 
and have its supporters and its opponents. Similarly, 
there is no “optimal” level of migration to the UK.  
The impacts of immigration are complex, affect 
different groups in different ways, and in some cases 
remain uncertain.

Arguably the two most prominent issues in the 
immigration debate in the months leading up to the 
election have been levels of migration and migrants’ 
access to welfare benefits. This note examines how 
the Conservative, Labour and Liberal Democrat 
manifestos address these two complex issues.

Policies on net migration

Before 2010 net migration was a relatively obscure 
measure for most people other than those actively 
involved in analysis of migration. The Conservative 
party’s target of reducing net migration “from the 
hundreds of thousands to the tens of thousands” 
was relatively popular with voters in 2010, but was 
not met. It reappears in the Conservative manifesto 
as an “ambition”.

When it was introduced, the net migration target 
appeared a straightforward way of demonstrating 
‘control’ of the immigration system. In the context of 
a substantial increase in the foreign-born population 
over the course of the 2000s, it provided an 
opportunity to show that the pace of change would 
be slowed in a clear and measurable way.

However, it was clear that the target would 
be exceptionally difficult to achieve and the 
government’s own impact assessments suggested 
that reductions in non-EU migration would be 
insufficient to ensure the target was met.  
Three factors contributed to the difficulty meeting 
the target. First, the net migration measure 
contained factors beyond government control, 
particularly the level of EU immigration. The target 
also included groups not normally classified as 

ImmIGrATION

(continued overleaf)

“migrants” such as international students and 
UK citizens. Secondly, policy changes on non-EU 
migration did not bring down numbers sustainably. 
Thirdly, economic growth did—as the Conservative 
manifesto points out—facilitate recent rebounds in 
the numbers: the growth differential between the UK 
and the rest of Europe appears to have encouraged 
free movement to the UK.

At the same time, increases in non-EU family and 
work flows towards the end of the parliament took 
place in the absence of notable policy changes 
during that period, underlining the fact that even 
non-EU numbers cannot necessarily be predicted 
precisely and depend to some degree on the number 
of people who apply and the availability and type  
of jobs.

The Labour Party has not put a number on its 
immigration policy but its manifesto says that low 
skilled migration to the UK has been too high and 
needs to be reduced. It does not specify precisely 
how this would be achieved, but implies that lower 
demand for migrant labour would result from 
efforts to enforce the minimum wage effectively  
and prevent the exploitation of migrant workers 
While these measures can be expected to reduce 
labour immigration, especially in low-waged labour 
markets, empirically it is difficult to assess the likely 
magnitude of this effect.

More direct restrictions on low-skilled migration 
could be difficult to implement. The two main 
sources of immigration into low-skilled jobs are EU 
labour migration and non-EU family migration.  
EU mobility cannot be directly restricted under EU 
law. The current government has already introduced 
significant restrictions on non-EU family migration, 
most notably through an income threshold for 
people sponsoring their spouse to come to the 
UK. An estimated 43% of British nationals who are 
employees do not earn enough to bring their partner 
here under the new policy. 

https://www.ipsos-mori.com/Assets/Docs/Polls/Mar10%20Political%20MonitorTopline_BPOKI.pdf
http://www.migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/glossary/term/62
http://www.migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/commentary/target-government-policies-are-not-track-reducing-net-migration-tens-thousands-2015
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/policy-and-legislative-changes-affecting-migration-to-the-uk-timeline
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/333083/MAC-Migrants_in_low-skilled_work__Full_report_2014.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/333083/MAC-Migrants_in_low-skilled_work__Full_report_2014.pdf
http://www.migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/commentary/love-and-money-how-immigration-policy-discriminates-between-families
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The Liberal Democrat manifesto avoids commenting 
directly on the level of net migration. It proposes 
reintroducing a narrower version of the post-study 
work visa that was eliminated under the current 
government. It also suggests separating students 
from other categories within the official immigration 
statistics, a move that has been proposed in the past 
by those arguing that there should be no target for 
reducing international student numbers. If the goal 
of this proposed measure is to remove students from 
any official target on net migration, its implications 
are somewhat unclear. Students who do not stay 
in the UK after graduation should, in principle, be 
counted as emigrants when they leave, under current 
policies. That means international students should 
already only contribute to net migration in the 
medium to long term if they switch from student 
status into another category, such as work or family.

Access to welfare

Both the Labour and Conservative manifestos 
propose limiting the availability of benefits to newly 
arrived EU citizens for 2 and 4 years respectively—
policies that would need to be negotiated with  
the EU. 

Rules on non-UK citizens’ access to various forms of 
social assistance are complex, as are the economic 
and fiscal implications of changes in policy. Most 
non-EU nationals who are subject to immigration 
control are not allowed access to “public funds” 
(such as jobseekers’ allowance or tax credits), 
although they can use public services like the NHS 
and education.

EU citizens who are working have similar access to 
benefits as UK citizens. For jobseekers or people not 
working, the rules for determining eligibility can be 
complex and vary depending on the type of benefit 
in question. 

It is unclear to what extent current or proposed 
welfare restrictions would reduce future immigration 
from the European Union. EU citizens can access 
benefits more quickly, but the majority are working 
so out-of work benefits are unlikely to be a draw for 
them either.

In-work benefits are immediately available to 
workers from elsewhere in the EU. While the 
availability of jobs is thought to be the prime factor in 

migrants’ decisions to move, it seems plausible that 
just as potential migrants take into account wage 
levels, they may also take account of the possibility 
of in-work benefits. Some analysts have argued that 
the financial incentive to migrate would therefore be 
decreased if these benefits were restricted.

In practice, however, it is unclear how significant 
the effects of such a policy would be on the number 
of people choosing to migrate. People born in the 
EU are more likely to receive tax credits than the UK 
born—particularly those from new EU Member States 
who are more likely to be working in low-wage jobs. 
But a relatively small share of the 2.2 million EU born 
working-age population report claiming tax credits 
(14% in 2014, according to Migration Observatory 
analysis of the Labour Force Survey), and many have 
been in the country for several years. This suggests 
that the number of people whose initial migration 
decision might be affected by the immediate 
availability of tax credits is only a small share of  
the total. 

The Migration Observatory’s Election 2015 briefing 
series can be found here. The factchecking that 
follows has been produced by Full Fact only.

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-18259626
http://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/research/briefing-papers/SN06889/measures-to-limit-migrants-access-to-benefits
http://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/research/briefing-papers/SN06889/measures-to-limit-migrants-access-to-benefits
http://archive.openeurope.org.uk/Article/Page/en/LIVE?id=22825&page=PressReleases
http://www.migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/projects/election
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Manifesto clash: net migration

ImmIGrATION

These claims aren’t flatly contradictory, but they paint 
very different pictures of recent migration trends—can 
it be described as “cut”, “capped”, and also “high”?

Labour is right that the overall picture is of historically 
high immigration. The difference between this and 
emigration is now running at about 300,000 a year 
and has typically been above 200,000 since the mid-
noughties.

Before the millennium, very rough estimates show net 
migration barely reaching 20,000 as an average over a 
decade, and was often negative—when more people 
left the country than came in.

While Labour’s manifesto speaks of high levels of 
immigration “in recent years”, the large increases 
began in the late 1990s. 

Neither net migration nor immigration of non-EU 
nationals has fallen by 13% since the election, 
comparing to the closest available period: the year to 
June 2010.

The 13% claim could be referring to either the 13% 
reduction of non-EU immigration from its peak in 2011, 
or it could be in relation to the 13% reduction in non-EU 
net migration from the year ending September 2010 
to the same point four years later. Neither of these is 
an obvious interpretation from what the Conservatives 
have said.

Meanwhile non-EU skilled labour immigration 
was capped by the government at 21,700 in 2011 
and this has been renewed each year since, although 
the number of applications has consistently fallen 
below the limit anyway.

“Non-EU migration cut by 13 per cent—
and economic migration from outside 
the EU capped”

“Britain has seen historically high levels of 
immigration in recent years”

— Labour manifesto— Conservative manifesto

Migration by nationality
Long-term international net migration in the UK by nationality

Source: ONS Long Term International Migration (2013) 
and Migration Statistics Quarterly Report (Feb 2015)
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http://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/research/briefing-papers/SN06077/migration-statistics
http://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/reports/4-migration-non-eu-nationals
https://fullfact.org/immigration/migration_policy_since_election-41297
https://fullfact.org/immigration/migration_policy_since_election-41297
www.labour.org.uk/page/-/BritainCanBeBetter-TheLabourPartyManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D50
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/manifesto2015/ConservativeManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D31
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Manifesto clash: exit checks

ImmIGrATION

The government has introduced exit checks, but 
they’re not comprehensive. Checks began at ferry 
terminals and the Eurotunnel on 8 April this year, 
after being introduced at most airports over the last 
seven years.

But the scope of the programme has recently been 
clarified by the government. It doesn’t include 
certain routes, such as the Common Travel Area that 
includes the Republic of Ireland, nor does it cover 
those leaving on private boats and flights.

It’s also been confirmed that coachloads of under-
16s from school won’t be included in the new checks.

Achieving full monitoring of both incoming and 
outgoing passenger traffic has been complicated 
by the fact that some transportation companies’ 
IT systems don’t facilitate data collection, as well 
as disagreements with some EU countries about 
whether they should be mandated to collect and 
share the information.

The process of reintroducing exit checks has been 
ongoing for the past decade, after paper-pased 
checks were partially scrapped by the Conservatives 
in 1994 and fully by Labour in 1998.

“We have already re-introduced 
a proper system of exit checks 
across the country”

“We will introduce full exit 
checks, so that we can 
count people in and out of 
the country”

“Complete the restoration of 
full entry and exit checks at 
our borders”

— Labour manifesto— Conservative manifesto — Liberal Democrat manifesto

https://fullfact.org/immigration/count_people_in_and_out_uk-37635
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201415/cmselect/cmhaff/902/902.pdf#page=15
http://www.parliament.uk/documents/commons-committees/home-affairs/150326%20James%20Brokenshire%20to%20KV%20re%20Immig%20Direct%20Jan-July%20-%20Govt%20Resp.pdf#page=4
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld200102/ldhansrd/vo011105/text/11105w01.htm#11105w01_wqn2
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm199798/cmhansrd/vo980316/text/80316w20.htm#80316w20.html_sbhd3
www.labour.org.uk/page/-/BritainCanBeBetter-TheLabourPartyManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D51
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/manifesto2015/ConservativeManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D33
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/libdems/pages/8907/attachments/original/1429028133/Liberal_Democrat_General_Election_Manifesto_2015.pdf%3F1429028133%23page%3D124
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Manifesto clash: migration target
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There’s disagreement over whether the “hundreds” 
to “tens of thousands” net migration claim was a 
Conservative ‘target’ or just an ‘ambition’. It’s also 
been referred to as a government target, although 
the Liberal Democrats have repeatedly insisted it 
wasn’t a Coalition government policy.

There’s little coherence across government 
documents and speeches by ministers to shed light 
on this. Official sources suggest it’s a target in all but 
name, although one not recognised by the Liberal 
Democrats.

“We will keep our ambition of delivering 
annual net migration in the tens of 
thousands, not the hundreds of thousands”

“Despite the Conservatives’ promise to reduce 
net migration to tens of thousands, it is now 
higher than it was when David Cameron 
entered Downing Street”

— Labour manifesto— Conservative manifesto

So much for the net migration target? Not 
quite. Home Secretary Theresa May said in 
a speech later in 2010: “We will reduce net 
migration from the hundreds of thousands 
to the tens of thousands”.

UK net migration
Net migration in the 12 months ending each month: June 2010 to 
September 2014

Source: ONS Migration Statistics Quarterly Report, 
February 2015
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In the 2010 Conservative manifesto it was stated 
that “we will take steps to take net migration back 
to the levels of the 1990s—tens of thousands a year, 
not hundreds of thousands”. 

But the Conservatives didn’t win the election and 
the Coalition agreement contained no reference to 
a target to reduce net migration, although it said 
the government wanted to reduce the number of 
immigrants from outside the EU, without any specific 
numbers.

So much for the net migration target? Not quite. 
Home Secretary Theresa May said in a speech later 
in 2010: “We will reduce net migration from the 
hundreds of thousands to the tens of thousands.” 

The Home Office’s first business plan in 2010 also 
claimed to: 

“set an annual limit on the number of non-EU 
economic migrants admitted to the UK, reducing 
annual net migration to the tens of thousands”.

By the second business plan the following year  
that became:

“set an annual limit on the number of non-EU 
economic migrants admitted to the UK. As a result 
of this and other policies we anticipate net migration 
will be in the tens of thousands in future”.

Net migration stood at 298,000 in the year to 
September 2014—three times the 100,000 
maximum implied by the ‘tens of thousands’ claim.

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/257257/report.pdf#page=20
http://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/reports---correspondence/correspondence/letter-from-sir-andrew-dilnot-to-rt--hon--vince-cable-mp-040215.pdf
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-13109862
www.labour.org.uk/page/-/BritainCanBeBetter-TheLabourPartyManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D50
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/manifesto2015/ConservativeManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D31
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/immigration-home-secretarys-speech-of-5-november-2010
https://www.conservatives.com/~/media/files/activist%2520centre/press%2520and%2520policy/manifestos/manifesto2010#page=32
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/78977/coalition_programme_for_government.pdf#page=21
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/immigration-home-secretarys-speech-of-5-november-2010
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/120045/business-plan.pdf#page=18
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/120032/business-plan-doc.pdf#page=12
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/migration1/migration-statistics-quarterly-report/february-2015/index.html
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Housing: an introduction

HOUSING

There’s an old saying about Englishmen and their 
homes. The modern variation might be that they 
don’t have enough of them.

The basic problem is supply continually failing 
to meet demand. The population is growing, 
increasingly affected by net inward migration, and 
the average household size is shrinking through 
divorce, people becoming widowed, and high 
proportions of single people. 

England is going to have a projected 220,000 extra 
households per year between 2012 and 2022. But 
the supply of new housing has fallen far short of that 
figure in recent years—119,000 homes were built in 
England in 2014.

It’s been a long-term concern. The number of 
completed new homes has been falling since the 
1960s—there haven’t been 220,000 new dwellings 
built in any year since 1978.

Almost one in six households in England were 
social renters in 2013/14. But social house building, 
provided through local councils or housing 
associations, has also slowed. There are 1.37 million 
households on waiting lists for social housing in 
England.

Policies like Right to Buy, which on one hand have 
increased ownership levels, have on the other hand 
decreased the availability of social housing stock.

For those trying to buy, house prices have been risen 
sharply over recent years. While it’s difficult to put an 
exact number on this, they seem to have increased 
to three or four times their average level twenty 
years ago. 

And prices have risen faster than wages. The average 
house cost seven times the average income in 2013 
compared with three and a half times the average 
income in 1997.

Levels of home ownership have fallen, affecting 
young people in particular. Over the last ten years, 
owner occupation for the 25–34 age group has 
dropped from 59% to 36%.

While private sector rents, adjusted for inflation, have 
remained relatively stable since 2011, wages haven’t 
been rising in line with inflation—so renting has 
become less affordable over the past few years.

Despite the sharp rises in house prices and the steep 
fall in house building seen over the last few decades, 
the UK still fares comparatively well when it comes to 
overcrowding and unaffordability.

In 2012, 7.4% of Brits were ‘overburdened’ by 
housing costs, spending more than 40% of their 
incomes to keep the roof over their heads, according 
to the European Union’s statistical arm. This was 
below the EU average of 11.2%, and significantly 
below other large European nations such as Germany 
(16.6%), Spain (14.3%) and the Netherlands (14.4%).

Housing is a devolved matter in Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland, so our coverage here focuses on 
England unless otherwise stated.

House prices rising faster than wages
Ratio of Land Registry median house price to median yearly gross 
earnings for full-time employees, England, annual data at April

Source: DCLG, live tables on housing market and 
house prices, table 577
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http://ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/pop-estimate/population-estimates-for-uk--england-and-wales--scotland-and-northern-ireland/2013/sty-population-changes.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171776_361923.pdf#page=23
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171776_361923.pdf#page=23
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/407556/Household_Projections_-_2012-2037.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/405157/LiveTable244.ods
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/376668/LiveTable211.ods
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/376668/LiveTable211.ods
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/405157/LiveTable244.ods
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/406547/2013-14_Section_1_Households_tables_and_figures_FINAL.xlsx
https://www.gov.uk/council-housing
https://www.gov.uk/housing-association-homes
https://www.gov.uk/housing-association-homes
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/388698/LT_600.xlsx
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/388698/LT_600.xlsx
https://fullfact.org/economy/house_prices_housebuilding-41603
http://landregistry.data.gov.uk/app/hpi/view?from_m=3&from_y=1995&loc_0=england+and+wales&loc_uri_0=http://landregistry.data.gov.uk/id/region/england-and-wales&m_ap=1&m_hpi=1&source=preview_form&to_m=3&to_y=2015
http://visual.ons.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/Housing_Chart1.csv
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/321017/table_577.xlsx
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/321017/Table_577.xlsx
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/406740/English_Housing_Survey_Headline_Report_2013-14.pdf#page=13
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/406740/English_Housing_Survey_Headline_Report_2013-14.pdf#page=10
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/406740/English_Housing_Survey_Headline_Report_2013-14.pdf#page=10
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171778_401824.pdf
https://fullfact.org/economy/living_standards_parliament-41273
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/File:Housing_cost_overburden_rate_by_tenure_status,_2012_(%25_of_population)_YB14_II.png
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/File:Housing_cost_overburden_rate_by_tenure_status,_2012_(%25_of_population)_YB14_II.png
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/visitandlearn/25488.aspx
https://www.gov.uk/devolution-settlement-wales
https://www.gov.uk/devolution-settlement-northern-ireland
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The two main parties have seized on the very same 
claim: that we are building fewer houses per year 
than at any peacetime period since the 1920s.

The only figures readily available going this far back 
are for England and Wales. They show both claims to 
be technically accurate; both parties are deploying 
the same facts against each other.

Fewer houses were built in England and Wales at the 
end of the Labour government than at any point 
during peacetime since the 1920s. That situation 
continued during the coalition government, with 
house building remaining broadly at this low level.

The “peacetime” caveat is needed, because during 
the Second World War house building plummeted. 
Some incarnations of this claim have neglected to 
mention that, but in the manifestos at least it has 
been included. 

To put these claims in further context, a 
government consultation document from March this 
year states that “for decades there have not been 
enough homes to meet the needs of our growing and 
ageing population”.

So for the Conservatives to say in their version of the 
claim that house building “fell” to these quite striking 
low levels under Labour doesn’t give the whole story. 

House building has been broadly falling since the 
1960s under governments of all colours—assigning 
blame for this to one particular government doesn’t 
reflect this wider context.

“Under Labour, house building fell to its lowest 
peacetime level since the 1920s”

“Britain is in the midst of the biggest housing 
crisis in a generation, with the lowest levels of 
house building in peacetime since the 1920s”

— Labour manifesto— Conservative manifesto

Manifesto clash: house building

House building in England and Wales
Permanent dwellings completed in England and Wales, 1923-2014

Source: Abstract of British Historical Statistics (pre-1965), DCLG live tables on housebuilding 244 and 245 and StatsWales (post-1946)
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* Discontinuity of data 1946-1965, pre-1965 in purple and post-1946 in red

House building has been broadly falling 
since the 1960s under governments of all 
colours

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/376677/LiveTable244.ods
https://fullfact.org/factcheck/economy/miliband_housing_rent_ownership-41549
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/412619/Increasing_the_borrowing_capacity.pdf#page=5
www.labour.org.uk/page/-/BritainCanBeBetter-TheLabourPartyManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D46
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/manifesto2015/ConservativeManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D53
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Manifesto clash: 
recent house building

HOUSING

These claims about the numbers of homes being built 
at the moment are generally correct, although they 
vary a lot in what they’re looking at—and where.

The Liberal Democrat claim seems to be based on 
housing starts. In 2009 around 114,000 homes 
began construction in the UK, which is the lowest 
since at least the late 1970s (when these figures 
begin). In 2013, the figure was almost 150,000.

So Labour’s implied claim that current house building 
levels are around 100,000 per year wouldn’t stack 
up on that interpretation. Similarly, in terms of 
homes actually completed, there were 138,000 built 
UK-wide in 2013.  The opposition’s figures come 
about right if you look at homes completed in 2013 
in England only, when about 119,000 received their 
final lick of paint.

“House building is at its 
highest since 2007”

“We will make sure that at 
least 200,000 homes a year 
get built by 2020—almost 
double the current level”

“[We] restored house building 
from record lows to nearly 
150,000 a year”

— Labour manifesto— Conservative manifesto — Liberal Democrat manifesto

There’s some merit to talking about England 
specifically: housing is a devolved matter, so the 
Coalition government in Westminster doesn’t have 
much power over house building in Scotland, Wales 
or Northern Ireland.

The Conservative claim is accurate for housing starts 
in both England and the UK. In 2007, there were 
234,000 housing starts in the UK. The 2013 figure 
is 149,000, the highest in any year since 2007. In 
England alone, 137,000 homes began construction 
last year—again, better than any year since before 
the financial crisis. 

There’s some merit to talking about England 
specifically: housing is a devolved matter, so the 
Coalition government doesn’t have much power over 
building in Scotland, Wales or Northern Ireland.

Recent house building in England
Permanent dwellings started and completed, calendar years

Source: DCLG, live tables on house building, tables 208 
and 209
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Recent house building in the UK
Permanent dwellings started and completed, calendar years

Source: DCLG, live tables on house building, tables 208 
and 209
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https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/405148/LiveTable211.ods
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/405148/LiveTable211.ods
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/405148/LiveTable211.ods
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/405150/LiveTable213.ods
www.labour.org.uk/page/-/BritainCanBeBetter-TheLabourPartyManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D46
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/manifesto2015/ConservativeManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D53
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/libdems/pages/8907/attachments/original/1429028133/Liberal_Democrat_General_Election_Manifesto_2015.pdf%23page%3D93
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/visitandlearn/25488.aspx
https://www.gov.uk/devolution-settlement-wales
https://www.gov.uk/devolution-settlement-northern-ireland
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/405148/LiveTable211.ods
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/visitandlearn/25488.aspx
https://www.gov.uk/devolution-settlement-wales
https://www.gov.uk/devolution-settlement-northern-ireland
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Manifesto clash: 
affordable housing

HOUSING

Three seemingly conflicting claims here: but actually, 
all three are reasonable. Taken alone they give part 
of the story, but together they provide quite a full 
picture.

Affordable housing sounds self-explanatory,  
but it’s actually a technical term for a number of 
schemes to help people whose housing needs 
aren’t “met by the market”. It includes various forms 
of affordable rented housing; intermediate rent, 
which is priced above social rent but below market 
rent; and programmes promoting affordable home 
ownership.

According to the Department for Communities and 
Local Government, nearly 217,000 affordable homes 
have been delivered in England between April 2010 
and September 2014. New affordable housing has 
been delivered at different rates in that time, though.

We use the term “delivered” for a reason: 
only 86% of additional affordable homes were newly 
built in 2013/14. The other affordable homes are 
acquisitions: mostly housing purchased from the 
private sector, or sometimes reclaimed from  
empty buildings.

“We have delivered over 
217,000 new affordable 
homes since 2010”

“Fewer affordable homes 
are being built”

“The supply of affordable 
rented housing has been 
increasing”

— Labour manifesto— Conservative manifesto — Liberal Democrat manifesto

While 217,000 may sound like a lot, the graph makes 
clear that Labour’s claim of a decrease in affordable 
housing rings true, in the short term at least. 

The number has decreased from a high in 2010-11, 
although it was lower in the early 2000s.

The Liberal Democrat claim refers to the total 
number of affordable homes in existence, which of 
course is likely to be rising as more are delivered.
We don’t actually have enough data to confirm that 
this is the case. The figures available don’t show 
how many affordable houses are lost either through 
demolition or sales.

New affordable housing
Additional ‘affordable homes’ by type of scheme, England

Source: DCLG, live tables on affordable housing supply, 
table 1000
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The claims taken alone give part of the 
story, but together they provide quite a full 
picture.

cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/cp382.pdf
cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/cp382.pdf
cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/cp382.pdf
cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/cp382.pdf
cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/cp382.pdf
cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/cp382.pdf
www.labour.org.uk/page/-/BritainCanBeBetter-TheLabourPartyManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D46
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/manifesto2015/ConservativeManifesto2015.pdf%23page%3D53
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/libdems/pages/8907/attachments/original/1429028133/Liberal_Democrat_General_Election_Manifesto_2015.pdf%23page%3D93
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Europe: an introduction

Our European Union membership is a divisive topic; 
it was when we entered in 1973, and has remained 
the case ever since the membership referendum two 
years later. 

Ironically, according to the EU’s own research in 
2011, “the vast majority of Britons (82%) said that 
they knew either little (68%) or nothing (14%) about 
the EU’s institutions and policies”.

When the United Kingdom joined the European 
Economic Community (EEC) in 1973, the institution 
was primarily economic in nature, although aimed 
in principle at “ever closer union”. Britain’s accession, 
along with Ireland and Denmark, took the number of 
EEC member states to nine—all Western European.

Since 1973, the EEC has continued to expand in 
size. There are now 28 member countries, spanning 
Europe from Finland to Malta and from Ireland to 
Cyprus.

As the Community—subsequently Union—has grown, 
its political and economic powers have expanded 
too. This expansion came in the form of five major 
amendments to the original Treaty of Rome (1957) — 
with the last being the Treaty of Lisbon (2009). All of 
these were agreed by the government and ratified by 
Parliament.

All kinds of claims are made about our membership 
of the EU, from the number of laws that come from 
‘Brussels’ to the jobs supported by trade with fellow 
members. But in today’s debate, one issue stands out 
above all: immigration.

In 2013, 77% of British people said that they wanted 
to see a reduced number of immigrants. But EU 
Treaties, and the legislation fleshing them out, allow 
EU citizens to work and live in any member country. 

EUrOPE

With the EU’s expansion in 2004, 10 new states 
joined the Union, including eight former members of 
the Eastern Bloc and Yugoslavia.

The government’s low estimates of how many 
migrants would come to the UK to find work 
were wide of the mark: EU immigration to the UK 
increased dramatically after 2004, and has almost 
reached non-EU levels of immigration in the latest 
figures (the figures are on page 32).

Focus on the manifestos and campaign statements 
of the Conservatives, Labour and Liberal Democrats, 
as we have in this report, and you’ll find that much 
of this debate is muted. The relative scarcity of 
claims means that we don’t have many EU claims to 
tackle—yet.

What is clear from the party manifestos is that a 
campaign on the single issue of EU membership—in 
or out—is likely to follow this election. 

The Liberal Democrats will advocate a Yes vote 
“when that referendum comes”, and are committing 
to hold one when there is a Treaty change involving a 

“material transfer of sovereignty from the UK to the 
EU”. Labour makes a similar pledge of a “referendum 
lock”, while the Conservatives say they’ll hold a vote 
by the end of 2017. 

The occasional flawed sample aside, national 
polls on voting intentions in a hypothetical 
EU referendum rarely show that a majority of 
those asked want to leave the EU. Recent polls 
from YouGov, Populus and Opinium show (to varying 
degrees) that more people wish to stay than leave, 
but polls occasionally produce narrow ‘Brexit’ 
outcomes. 

If we do have a referendum in 2017, polls 
consistently suggest that there are enough 
undecided voters to make the outcome 
unpredictable at this stage.

We’ll be on hand throughout, armed with the 
evidence.

If we do have a referendum in 2017, 
polls consistently suggest that there are 
enough undecided voters to make the 
outcome unpredictable at this stage..

http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/flash/fl_318_en.pdf#page=6
http://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/evolutionofparliament/legislativescrutiny/parliament-and-europe/overview/britain-and-eec-to-single-european-act/
http://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/evolutionofparliament/legislativescrutiny/parliament-and-europe/overview/britain-and-eec-to-single-european-act/
europa.eu/legislation_summaries/institutional_affairs/treaties/treaties_eec_en.htm
http://europa.eu/about-eu/countries/member-countries/
http://www.eurotreaties.com/rometreaty.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=OJ:C:2007:306:FULL&from=EN
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1972/68/section/1
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1972/68/section/1
https://fullfact.org/factcheck/law/two_thirds_uk_law_made_EU-40167
https://fullfact.org/economy/jobs_dependent_linked_membership_trade_eu-30790
http://www.bsa.natcen.ac.uk/latest-report/british-social-attitudes-31/immigration/introduction.aspx
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:12012E/TXT&from=EN#page=19
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=457
http://europa.eu/legislation_summaries/enlargement/2004_and_2007_enlargement/e50017_en.htm
https://fullfact.org/factcheck/immigration/net_migration_estimates_labour-41850
https://fullfact.org/factcheck/daily_express_poll_biased_wide_of_mark-38528
http://cdn.yougov.com/cumulus_uploads/document/rvj1k0mcpp/yg-archive-pol-sun-results-200415.pdf#page=3
http://www.populus.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/omft-poll.pdf
http://ourinsight.opinium.co.uk/sites/ourinsight.opinium.co.uk/files/vi_08_04_2015_tables.pdf#page=48
http://ourinsight.opinium.co.uk/sites/ourinsight.opinium.co.uk/files/vi_17_02_2015_final_tables.pdf#page=53


40 40

Manifesto clash: EU referendums

EUrOPE

To the casual reader, Labour appears to be saying 
that it will pass a law that’s already, according to the 
Liberal Democrats, in force.

The Liberal Democrats are referring to the European 
Union Act 2011. This requires the support of a 
majority vote at a referendum before the UK ratifies 
any treaty that would transfer further powers to 
the EU. But it doesn’t give rise to a referendum on 
whether the UK should leave the EU.

“[We] passed a law to guarantee a referendum before 
Britain passes any more powers to the EU [and will 
ensure that] any referendum triggered by the EU Act 
is on the big question: In or Out”

“Labour will legislate for a lock that guarantees that 
there can be no transfer of powers from Britain to 
the European Union without the consent of the 
British public through an in/out referendum”

— Labour manifesto— Liberal Democrat manifesto

It appears from these manifesto pledges that both 
parties intend to strengthen the European Union Act 
2011 so that the referendum triggered by a transfer 
of powers is on whether or not to leave the EU.

The Conservatives, by contrast, are proposing a ‘in or 
out’ referendum that isn’t conditional on any transfer 
of powers. That would need separate legislation.

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2011/12/contents/enacted
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2011/12/contents/enacted
Labour%20manifesto
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/libdems/pages/8907/attachments/original/1429028133/Liberal_Democrat_General_Election_Manifesto_2015.pdf%3F1429028133%23page%3D141
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/manifesto2015/ConservativeManifesto2015.pdf#page=74
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/bsp/hi/pdfs/14_05_13_draft_referendum.pdf
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Facing the music: 
comparisons over time

Let’s say you want to know how sales of music have 
changed over the last fifty years. If you just counted 
the number of records sold, you’d miss the major 
changes that moved the market through cassette 
tapes and CDs to a world where almost all music is 
bought online. Fail to account for those changes and 
you fail to understand the true story of music sales 
over time. 

Many political claims suffer from the same problem: 
comparing through time doesn’t always make sense 
when there are other changes afoot.

We’ve seen plenty of claims like this during the 
election campaign. For example, Ed Miliband claimed 
that three times as many people are on zero hours 
contracts now compared to 2010. 

The statistics available do not and cannot show 
an “epidemic” in zero hours contracts. Nor can they 
accurately show a trend over time. Comparisons of 
the number of people on zero hours contracts over 
time are not reliable, as the ONS makes clear.

To measure numbers on zero hours contracts, the 
ONS uses a survey. But zero hours contracts have 
become big news. Because the ONS’s survey relies 
on people knowing their contract type, raised 
public awareness can lead to an increase in people 
reporting that they are on zero hours contracts even 
when the number of people actually on zero hours 
contracts is unchanged.

Nobody knows how much of the increase really is 
more people on zero hours contracts, and how much 
is just increased awareness.

Another example is the Conservatives’ criticism of 
educational standards under Labour, which relies 
on SATs scores that have been measured differently 
over time:

“Under Labour one in three children left primary 
school unable to read, write and add up properly, 
thanks to our reforms and teachers’ hard work we’ve 
seen that fall just to one in five.” 

It’s not possible to compare reading, writing and 
maths performance at age 11 under the Coalition 
to under the last Labour government. Reading and 
writing have been tested in a different way since 
2012, so we can’t compare back to test results before 
then. For example, teachers now mark the writing 
tests themselves rather than sending them off for 
external marking.

So while the one in three and the one in five figures 
are accurate (it was 36% in 2010 and 21% in 2014), 
it’s not possible to say that this represents a fall. As 
an aside, there is also debate on what “properly” 
means in this context—see our earlier piece on this.

So the next time you see a claim that something’s 
changed, ask yourself: what else could have changed 
in that time?

FIvE ElECTION ClAIm PITFAllS

Many political claims suffer from the same 
problem: comparing through time doesn’t 
always make sense when there are other 
changes afoot.

It’s not possible to compare reading, 
writing and maths performance at age 
11 under the Coalition to under the last 
Labour government.

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/social-trends-rd/social-trends/social-trends-41/lifestyles-chapter.pdf#page=3
https://fullfact.org/factcheck/economy/zero_hour_contracts_facts-41165
http://press.labour.org.uk/post/115153686119/miliband-if-cameron-cant-live-on-it-nor-should
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lmac/contracts-with-no-guaranteed-hours/zero-hour-contracts--2014/analysis-of-employee-contracts-that-do-not-guarantee-a-minimum-number-of-hours.html#tab-3--How-many-no-guaranteed-hours-contracts-are-there-
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171766_373757.pdf
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171776_396885.pdf
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171776_396885.pdf
https://fullfact.org/factcheck/education/sat_resit_pupils_not_achieving_expected_level-41875
http://www.itv.com/news/2015-04-08/conservatives-unveil-plans-to-boost-english-and-maths-skills-for-schoolchildren/
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/219204/sfr19-2012.pdf#page=10
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/219204/sfr19-2012.pdf#page=11
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/national-curriculum-assessments-at-key-stage-2-2014-revised
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/218846/sfr36-2010.pdf#page=19
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/384958/SFR50_2014_Text.pdf
https://fullfact.org/2015/live/apr/what_counts_as_being_able_read_write_add_up_properly-41824
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“Further research is needed”

In 2006, six men were taken critically ill during 
clinical trials for a new drug: it was the first time 
the drug had been tested in humans. While cases 
as serious as this are very unusual, they serve as a 
useful reminder of the importance of recognising 
what’s not known. If this drug had simply been given 
to patients without being sure of its effects, the 
result would have been catastrophic

We are often very quick to assign praise or blame to 
the government of the day for what happens on its 
watch. We hear claims too from both the incumbent 
parties about their record in government, and by the 
opposition parties on things they say haven’t worked 
(or that they think could have gone better). 

But a frustration for all parties and voters is that 
sometimes it’s just too early to say whether reforms 
have had a positive or negative effect.

One such example is free schools. Both the 
Conservatives and Labour has made claims as to how 
well free schools are working—the Conservatives 
saying free schools are “delivering better education 
for the children who need it most” and Labour saying 
it’s a “wasteful and poorly performing” programme. 

As we discuss earlier in this report when we 
factcheck these claims head-to-head, it’s really just 
too early to say. 

There are 254 free schools open and only 76 of these 
have received Ofsted inspections (excluding a further 
school which was inspected but closed to re-open 
under a new sponsor).

And we only have official performance results at key 
stage two for just 14 primary free schools, and at 
GCSE for just 10 secondary free schools.

FIvE ElECTION ClAIm PITFAllS

So we can’t say anything meaningful about their 
performance until there’s more evidence available. 

Staying with education, the universal infant free 
school meals policy was introduced to “improve 
academic attainment and save families money”. The 
Liberal Democrats have pledged to extend the policy 
to all primary pupils. 

That was after a pilot scheme was used to test 
out the policy, the evaluation of which found that 
performance and healthy eating by primary pupils in 
schools involved in the pilot improved.

But that research wasn’t able to find evidence 
of significant health benefits resulting from the 
scheme, nor was it able to connect up evidence for 
why pupils receiving the meals were seeing their 
performance improve. 

Since then, we haven’t seen any more research which 
looks at whether this improved performance has 
continued and whether or not the free meals were 
behind the improvement. 

On a positive note, the Liberal Democrats have been 
careful not to make any claims about the effect of 
the policy, and have pledged to extend the meals to 
all primary schools “following a full evaluation” of 
the initial policy.

It may sound pedantic to say “It’s too early to tell” 
but it might be preferable to pouring money or votes 
into plans that don’t work.

A frustration for all parties and voters is 
that sometimes it’s just too early to say 
whether reforms have had a positive or 
negative effect.

It may sound pedantic to say ‘It’s too 
early to tell’ but it might be preferable to 
pouring money or votes into plans that 
don’t work.

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/england/london/4807042.stm
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/manifesto2015/ConservativeManifesto2015.pdf#page=35
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/manifesto2015/ConservativeManifesto2015.pdf#page=35
http://www.labour.org.uk/page/-/BritainCanBeBetter-TheLabourPartyManifesto2015.pdf#page=39
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/free-schools-open-schools-and-successful-applications
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/415534/Management_information_-_schools_-_28_February_2015.xlsx
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/384958/SFR50_2014_Text.pdf#page=10
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/406314/SFR_02_2015-revised_GCSE_and_equivalents.pdf#page=17
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/free-school-lunch-for-every-child-in-infant-school
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/libdems/pages/8907/attachments/original/1429028133/Liberal_Democrat_General_Election_Manifesto_2015.pdf#page=53
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/184047/DFE-RR227.pdf
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/libdems/pages/8907/attachments/original/1429028133/Liberal_Democrat_General_Election_Manifesto_2015.pdf#page=56
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/libdems/pages/8907/attachments/original/1429028133/Liberal_Democrat_General_Election_Manifesto_2015.pdf#page=56
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Dessert or desert? Words that sound the same can 
have very different meanings. 

Similarly, statistics depend on what exactly they 
measure. Sometimes they take an immeasurable 
concept and measure the closest possible thing to 
it—let’s say the notion of social class. Often we talk 
about income, but for some people it’s more than a 
purely economic distinction. So you can’t necessarily 
take income data and get an easy measure of social 
class from it.

Sometimes we can get a more precise measure, but 
what you can conclude from it is quite specific.

Factual claims that sound the same aren’t always 
what they seem. A similar word which may initially 
sound reasonable sometimes changes the meaning 
of what gets expressed. We’ve seen this on several 
occasions throughout the election campaign.

For example, during the 7-way leaders’ debate, 
David Cameron said: “We have created two million 
jobs”. The two million figure is correct, but there’s 
a difference between saying “two million jobs have 
been created” and “two million more people in 
employment”.

One person can have more than one job, and one 
job can be done by two or more people, for instance 
through job-sharing. These differences sound small, 
but they’re crucial: there are 31 million people in 
employment, but 33.5 million jobs. If you have the 
same amount of jobs spread among more people 
then individually we’d probably be worse off. But if 
you have more people and more jobs then it’s likely 
we probably are better off.

Positively, Cameron has since referred to “two million 
more people in work”—that’s a much fairer reflection 
of the figures.

Similarly, confusion was caused when Ed Miliband 
said in a speech that a quarter of people “can’t get 
an appointment with their GP within a week.” 

The best figures on GP waiting times show that 11% 
of patients couldn’t get an appointment at all the 
last time they contacted their GP surgery, while 
another 14% saw or spoke to someone a week or 
more later. 

So it’s fair to say a quarter of patients don’t get an 
appointment within a week. However, that doesn’t 
mean they can’t get one. Some people would have 
been happy to book that far ahead, for instance if 
they wanted to get a repeat prescription or otherwise 
if their need for an appointment wasn’t urgent.

So a simple change of the word “can’t” to “don’t” 
makes this discussion of the figures more accurate. 
On a positive note, Labour has tweeted that “one 
in four patients now wait a week or more for a GP 
appointment”. That’s a fairer comment. 

One other thing to be aware of is whether the figures 
you’re using are for the United Kingdom, or for one of 
its constituent parts. Often, official statistics across 
each nation of the UK aren’t comparable—which 
makes factchecking a UK general election tricky.
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Just desserts: know what 
your statistics represent

GP appointments: waiting times
How long after last contacting the surgery did you see or speak to 
someone? January 2015

Source: Full Fact analysis of GP patient survey: January 
2015, questions 12 and 14
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http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/live/election-2015-32137362
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vc6YH4-IHME
https://fullfact.org/live/2015/apr/employment_facts-42729
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171766_294390.pdf#page=8
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171778_399544.pdf#page=1
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171778_399544.pdf#page=16
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b05s9fy3
https://fullfact.org/live/2015/apr/gp_appointments_waits_week_quarter_unable-41712
http://gp-survey-production.s3.amazonaws.com/archive/2015/January/January%25202015%2520National%2520Summary%2520Report.pdf%23page%3D26
https://fullfact.org/live/2015/apr/gp_appointments_waits_week_quarter_unable-41712
https://twitter.com/labourpress/status/581791512490541056
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Limits on the powers 
of government

We get a lot of claims about what the government 
will do. These, coupled with the notion of 
parliamentary sovereignty, can give the impression 
that the government can make laws to do anything it 
wants. Political parties don’t seem to like discussing 
limitations on their power to make changes in a 
given area.

Take the Conservatives’ Bill of Rights. This planned 
replacement for the Human Rights Act aims, as the 
Tories put it, at ensuring that “the European Court of 
Human Rights is no longer able to order a change in 
UK law”.

When the European Court of Human Rights makes 
a ruling in a case involving the UK, it will usually 
state whether or not a person’s rights have been 
breached and leave it to the government to take 
steps to remedy this. That might involve changing 
one of the UK’s laws, and occasionally the Court will 
spell this out.

We’ve promised to abide by such decisions in signing 
up to the European Convention on Human Rights. So 
far as international law goes, the only way we can 
stop being obliged to do so is to withdraw from the 
Convention. 

Legislating to the effect that we shouldn’t take steps 
on the back of the Court’s decision doesn’t change 
this.

International legal obligations aren’t as firm as other 
kinds—the UK is yet to revise the law on prisoner 
voting, even though the Court has expressly said it 
should. MPs considered a change, and voted firmly 
against it.

European Union law, by contrast, can’t readily be 
overlooked. Any law that conflicts with EU legislation 
or Treaties may be struck down by the courts—
unless, perhaps, it explicitly says that it’s intended 

to contradict EU law (that’s never happened yet, but 
there’s no reason it couldn’t in future). 

So when a manifesto says that “with a Labour 
Government, migrants from the EU will not be able to 
claim benefits until they have lived here for at least 
two years”, alarm bells ring. 
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Political parties don’t seem to like 
discussing limitations on their power to 
make changes in a given area.

Some benefits can legally be withheld from EU 
migrants, particularly so-called ‘benefit tourists’. 

But when it comes to people with jobs, the relevant 
EU Directive says that “A worker who is a national of 
a Member State […] shall enjoy the same social and 
tax advantages as national workers”. 

The government’s review of the relationship between 
the EU and UK points out that “social advantages” 
has been interpreted to cover welfare benefits. That 
means that EU law “guarantees access to the full 
range of welfare benefits available to UK nationals to 
EU migrants working in the UK”.

Jobseekers from other European Union countries also 
have the right to some—but not all—benefits under 
EU law. 

Changing this would require changes to EU laws—
potentially very far-reaching changes, requiring the 
agreement of all members to alter the Treaties.

Voters should beware promises of unilateral action in 
systems, like the EU, set up and participated in partly 
to ensure that doesn’t happen.

http://www.parliament.uk/about/how/sovereignty/
https://fullfact.org/law/conservative-party-bill-of-rights-39308/
https://www.conservatives.com/~/media/Files/Downloadable%2520Files/HUMAN_RIGHTS.pdf#page=5
http://www.bailii.org/eu/cases/ECHR/2010/1826.html
https://fullfact.org/law/human_rights_court_rules_against_UK_ban_prisoner_votes_again-39196
https://fullfact.org/law/human_rights_court_rules_against_UK_ban_prisoner_votes_again-39196
http://hudoc.echr.coe.int/sites/eng/pages/search.aspx?i=001-61680
http://hudoc.echr.coe.int/sites/eng/pages/search.aspx?i=001-61680
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-12409426
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-12409426
http://www.labour.org.uk/page/-/BritainCanBeBetter-TheLabourPartyManifesto2015.pdf#page=12
http://curia.europa.eu/juris/document/document.jsf;jsessionid=9ea7d2dc30d59c8c3ab908314132bd5fb42f836e9496.e34KaxiLc3qMb40Rch0SaxuObNf0?text=&docid=159442&pageIndex=0&doclang=EN&mode=req&dir=&occ=first&part=1&cid=323240
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32011R0492&from=en#page=3
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/335088/SingleMarketFree_MovementPersons.pdf#page=78
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/335088/SingleMarketFree_MovementPersons.pdf%23page%3D78
http://eulawanalysis.blogspot.co.uk/2014/11/the-nine-labours-of-cameron-analysis-of.html
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Beware the baseline: 
records and rates

It’s a record! Or is it? We hear many claims about 
record numbers, but when these claims come up,  
we always ask what’s happening to the baseline. 

For example, it would be no surprise to hear that the 
number of car crashes has gone up since 100 years 
ago. There are more cars now than there were 100 
years ago. A significant factor in any increase might 
be just that the baseline has changed.

A fairer estimate of accidents would involve 
comparing the number of accidents to the total 
number of cars. To account for the baseline, it’s best 
to look at the rate, rather than the level. 

The UK’s population is rising. Many political claims 
that we hear about record numbers of people boil 
down to that simple fact.

So when we hear that the UK has a record number 
in employment, as claimed by the Conservatives and 
mentioned in the Liberal Democrat manifesto, we 
need to look at the baseline.

This “record number” is uninteresting. Records are 
fairly consistently made—and broken—bar periods 
of economic downturn, because the population is 
increasing.

So we shouldn’t read too much into the 
employment level. 

Look at the employment rate—the proportion of 
people aged 16-64 who are in work—and you do get 
a story: before the downturn in 2008 a peak of 73% 
of us were in work. That got as low as 70%, and is 
now back up beyond 73%. That’s a record level on a 
more meaningful measure.

Another example comes from claims about records 
in England’s A&E services. According to Labour, 
there were a record number of people waiting more 
than four hours in A&E; the Conservatives replied 
by saying there were a record number of people not 
waiting more than four hours in A&E. 

Perhaps the most revealing figure is the baseline: 
there were 22.4 million A&E attendances in England 
last year—a record number. 

That was 1.3 million more than in 2010 and around 
3.7 million more than in 2005.
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Employment on the rise, but we’ve 
seen it all before
Number of people aged 16 and over in employment

Source: ONS Labour market statistics, March 2015
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The UK’s population is rising. Many political 
claims that we hear about record numbers 
of people boil down to that simple fact. 

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/pop-estimate/population-estimates-for-uk--england-and-wales--scotland-and-northern-ireland/2013/sty-population-estimates.html
https://fullfact.org/factcheck/economy/employment_record_rate_state_pension_age-41040
https://twitter.com/Conservatives/status/582605997476343808
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/libdems/pages/8907/attachments/original/1429028133/Liberal_Democrat_General_Election_Manifesto_2015.pdf#page=32
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/pop-estimate/population-estimates-for-uk--england-and-wales--scotland-and-northern-ireland/2013/sty-population-changes.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/pop-estimate/population-estimates-for-uk--england-and-wales--scotland-and-northern-ireland/2013/sty-population-changes.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/lms/labour-market-statistics/april-2015/statistical-bulletin.html
https://fullfact.org/health/accident_emergency_waiting_times_record-38058
https://twitter.com/Ed_Miliband/status/552496069448564737
https://twitter.com/Jeremy_Hunt/status/552481896614338561
http://www.england.nhs.uk/statistics/statistical-work-areas/ae-waiting-times-and-activity/weekly-ae-sitreps-2014-15/
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