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Any concerns that the UK’s covid-19 inquiry would
give ministers an easy ride seem to have been
dispelled by the determination with which its chair,
Heather Hallett, has pursued information held by
former prime minister Boris Johnson.1 The
government, likely alarmed by the risk of disclosing
similar information from current ministers, fought
back with a judicial review of her action.2 Inevitably,
this unprecedented measure has dominated media
coverage, diverting attention from an equally
important development: reports that the inquiry will
take evidence from former prime minister, David
Cameron, and former chancellor of the exchequer,
George Osborne.3 Given the pandemic began in 2020
and both men had left office four years previously,
some may ask what interest their testimony can be
to the inquiry.

In fact, the decision to invite them sends out a very
important message. Much attention has, rightly,
focused on the events during the first few weeks of
the pandemic. The release of the questions sent by
Heather Hallett to Boris Johnson, a consequence of
the government’s legal action, has revealed her
interest in why the then prime minister seemed so
disengaged from what was happening, and in
particular why he failed to attend briefings.4
However, her interest in what political leaders from
previous administrations have to say shows that she
is also interested in earlier decisions that left the UK
weakened, contrary to an independent assessment
that suggested that it was well prepared.5

It has almost become a cliché to say that the
pandemic shone a light on the fractures in society,
picking out communities where many lived
precarious lives and where social safety nets had
been shredded.6 Yet, in the UK, it is arguable that
this illumination should have been unnecessary. The
signs were already visible for all to see. Since 2014
the Office for National Statistics (ONS) have
repeatedly revised down their population
projections,7 with one estimate that a million lives
will end earlier than anticipated by 2058 as a result.8
Indeed, we and others had done what we could to
draw attention to them.9 -12

Over more than a century humanity has achieved
remarkable progress in improving health. This has
accelerated over the past two centuries, for reasons
that include improved living conditions and, most
recently, advances in healthcare. There have been
declines in some places and at some times, but
usually for reasons that were obvious, such as wars,
famines, and pandemics.13 Consequently, any
evidence that this progress is being interrupted for
reasons that are, at least initially, unclear should give
pause for thought. One such decline occurred in the

Soviet Union in the 1980s, something we now know
was the earliest sign of a failing state.14 Hence, when
the first signs emerged that progress in life
expectancy, for some groups, was stalling in the UK
in the 2010s, those in power should have at least
asked why.15

It is almost never the case that patterns of mortality
in a population have a single cause. Public health
scholars recognise the importance of causes and the
“causes of the causes.” Responsibility for the sinking
of the Titanic can easily be attributed to the iceberg
but further insights are needed to explain why the
death rate was so much higher for third class
passengers compared with first class passengers.16
An earthquake in a country with high and rigorously
enforced building standards will kill fewer people
than one of the same magnitude where the
construction industry is beset by corruption.17
Similarly, while the immediate cause of the covid-19
pandemicwas obviously the SARS-CoV-2 virus, those
looking from a public health perspective ask why
some countries fared worse than others and, within
them, why some groups suffered more than others.18

Seen from this perspective, it is entirely
understandable that Hallett will want to talk to
political leaders from the 2010-2016 governments.
Faced with a global financial crisis, the coalition
government chose to adopt a package of extreme
austeritymeasures. This brought thenascent recovery
occurring under the previous Labour government to
a halt, unlike in other countries that adopted policies
to stimulate the economy.19 They included decisions
to shrink the role of the state, reducing expenditure
across government. By the late 2010s the impact on
healthwasapparent,with theUK falling further down
the global ranking of life expectancy,20 competing
with the United States, where the term “deaths of
despair” was already entering the policy lexicon.

Yet even then,when theUK’s poorperformance could
no longer be disputed, it seemed impossible to get
anyone in a position of authority to take any notice.
When they did, it often seemed that their focus was
on any reasons other than the effects of austerity that
could explain it.21 22 But if anyone had been counting
the rising numbers of premature deaths that would
nothaveoccurred if theUKhadmade similar progress
to its Europeanneighbours, the alarmbellsmayhave
rung.

Manyofus suspect strongly that itwas the cumulative
consequences of austerity policies initiated by the
Coalition Government after 2010 that created the
conditions that allowed covid-19 to do so much more
damage in theUK than inmanyof its neighbours.23 -26

A greatly depleted civil service struggled to respond.
A weakened public health system was often
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marginalised.Millions of peoplewhohadbeen just aboutmanaging
were strugglingwith thepublic healthmeasures needed to interrupt
transmission of covid-19. While our focus is on the poor health of
the population and the reasons behind it, the TUC has also
highlighted unsafe staffing levels in public services, diminished
public service capacity and resource, the weakened social security
system, and loss of health and safety protections at work.27 It is
therefore entirely appropriate that Heather Hallett should want to
hear from the architects of thepolicies that gave rise to this situation.
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