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bits? There is plenty of
evidence on the surface to
suggest that it may be—patched
and pot-holed urban roads,
‘ peeling paint and boarded
windows on dilapidated council
estates, motorways with cracked

!
i
‘1
\IS Britain slowly falling to
1
i

bridges and miles of lanes
closed for repairs.

There is more evidence
beneath the surface in the

| hundreds of thousands of miles
‘of water pipes and sewers,
ssome more than 100 years old,
Imwhich are crumbling at a grow-
Sing pace. This goes largely
unnoticed until the damage is
so great that the road collapses
into caverns sometimes large
enough 1o accommodate one or
more double decker buses.

All  these problems get
steadily worse the longer they
are left. But this is not imme-
diately apparent, which makes
cuts easy to justify in times of
financial hardship for both cen-
tral and local government. Lack
of maintenance of council
| homes has no effect in the first

year, for example, but by about
l the fifth year the level of dis-
'\r'epair is so great that restoma-
‘llon costs several times what

regular maintenance  would
have cost in each of the preced-
ing four years.
Britain, like most of the
world, has been going through
a severe recession and since its
election in 1979 the Government
has been trying to control pub-
lic expenditure very tightly.
However, in the last two years
these controls have proved
tighter than even the Govern-
| ment wanted and the Public
\Seclor Borrowing Requirement
\(PSBR) has fallen short of its
:already tight targets. Central
and local expenditure on wages

'Restoration costs
could be greater
than maintenance

_and salaries has soared, but the
casuaity has been capital ex-
penditure on the infrastructure
—the fabric of the nation.

In the past—particularly in
the  1930s—recessions  have
proved an ideal -time for im-
proving roads, schools, hospi-
tals, reservoirs and upgrading
—or building—houses for the
future. But cash limits for
spending on these items have

been consistently undershot
{ year after year. Only last
autumn did Mrs Thatcher
realise the extent of the oppor-

wunittes™for capital invéstment
which were being lost because
at the end of each financial year
nost money unspent is gone for
ood. She immediately em-
.arked on a campaign exhorting
he public sector to spend,
oend, spend.
The undershoots, year after
ear except for a £400m capital
>ending overshoot of councils
.a 1980-81 (for which they were
roundly criticised) have
covered all sectors, but most
particularlv housing and roads.
The £2bn earmarked for
capital projects but not spent
since 1979-80 could have:
® Enhanced spending to stop
the rate of sewer replacement
falling behind (£100m).
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BRITAIN’S AGEING FABRIC

The case of the mis:

By Robin Pauley

Many projects like motorways would have bee
if the money available had been spen

@ Replaced an extra 10 per cent
of the worst sewers (£300m).
@ Replaced the worst 10 per
cent of water mains and pipes
and improved technological de-
tection of leakages (£350m).

@ Built the A1-M1 motorway
link to provide industry in the
West Midlands with its first
motorway link to the East coast
ports (£80m).

@ Built 100 miles of planned
motorway including the much
delayed M20 and incomplete
M25 round London (£500m).

@ Built at least 50 of the 120
planned but unstarted by-
passes, each costing less than
£3m (£120m). .

® Modernised 100,000 pre-1945
council homes (£300m). .
@ Accelerated improvements in
some school buildings to enable
more very old schools to be
closed down more quickly
(£100m but with a net saving in
running costs).

@ Built 10,000 new homes by
private builders for shared
ownership by housing associa-
tions or some councils (£250m).
® Created around 100,000 jobs
directly plus another 40,000 or

50  indirectly—-from—new--jobs
resulting from increased. output’

—according to a detailed study
by Cambridge Econometrics
prepared last year for the con-
struction industry.

None of this would have dis-
turbed the -
economic strategy; it would
have reduced unemployment
and social security costs and the
effect of spending up to the
limit on the labour-intensive
projects involved would not
have added directly to imports

The reason that underspend-
ing has been so persistent in-
clude (a) the climate created
by the Government against all
public spending; (b) very high
interest rates for borrowing

Government'’s

which has discouraged local
authorities; (¢) uncertainty
from year to year about what
local authorities will be allowed
to do, greatly worsened by the
sudden six-month moratorium on
capital housing projects in 1981;
and (d) severe penalties for
councils which overspend on
current account, Borrowing for
capital projects is - serviced
through these accounts so most
of them have revenue implica-
tions which lead. to higher
penalties, - - :

In addition because. many
capital . projects have long
lead-in and completion times
the year-to-year :: uncertainty
enc(“nmged councils not to start
at all, .

Since Victorian -  times,
Britain has invested- more
heavily than many countries in
its public infrastructure. - Only
the Netherlands, for example,
rivals' Britain’s record of
getting clean water to—and
dirty water away from—99 per
cent of the population. The
municipal housing sector is one
of the world’s largest. The
roads in the towns and the
cities _may be
look (and ‘Téel). mueh better
than those in New York or
Paris. London’s underground
network dis the world’s most
extensive. .

This all means both that
maintaining and improving the
capital infrastructure ' is very
expensive, but also .that it has
to - deteriorate a long way
before it becomes poor enough
to be compared with that in
many other countries. So the
fact that capital investment in
real terms in the key sectors
of water, housing and roads is
all well below half that. of the
last Conservative government
in the early '1970s is only
slowly beginning to show,

@ Housing. Houses being built

iam _with the finest detail,
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., pot-holed :but .

today will have to last around
800 years at the present rate of

_slum clearance, property repair

and replacement according to
Mr John Mills, chairman of the
Association of Metropolitan
Authorities housing committee.

The number of houses built in
1982 was about 25 per cent
higher than the 150,000 in 1981;
this is still far short” of the
300,000 a- year estimated as
necessary in the 1977 Housing
Policy’ Review Green Paper
produced by the then Labour
Government, -

The rate of -clearing Britain’s
remaining slums (some of
which are only 20 years old
because of bad design and
faulty materials in the 1960s)
is slowing down. A third of
Britain’s housing stock is pre-
1919 and in the last four years
councils have skimped on
upkeep and maintenance which
is becoming particularly
obvious in apartment blocks.

The Government has re-
peatedly cut the provision for
housing investment. Councils
have tended not only to under-
spend, but also not to re-invest
';ece!’pts rrgx;x ﬂ)t"t::le sale of councii

ouses and landgincpew capital
projects.s " "Bdt’\}ébn?eﬂbh_ and
£2bn of ‘capital receipts is now
estimated to be squirrelled away
in reserves and not to have
been spent. There .are signs
that councils, exasperated at
being criticised both for over-
spending and underspending,
are now going to overspend on
capital in 1983-84. -

Since April 1980 about £1bn
— half the figure quoted above
— has been underspent on hous-
ing plans. ' If that figure were
to be made up, it would provide
firstly 1,300 new homes from
private builders for shared pur-
chase schemes of the type
already Introduced by some
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Capital spending inreal terms -
is about'half.the 1‘97374 1
Potentially, : . ther

nual xpend
ture “of. £600, 000 on.leal
' > savin

* Roger Taylor *
o result in - anything moré:

Completedv .. ' another undershoot.: Thus _the ’

plagmed rise of” £936m 4n

'

uncils and housing associa-
ms and, secondly, 100,000
uncil house modernisations
wiring, - central: heating,
odern kitchens and bhthrooms
- among the! 10m ‘pre-1945
mes, plus-165,000 -extra“hous-
g impmvement ‘grants qmong
ie.1m properties which ' need
* least - '£7,000 - spendini;ion
lem to get them into'a’
’le state’of repair. . .-
Cambridge Econometrics -esti-
1ated ~that--£500m- - spent'
ousing — two-thirds on':new™
omes and one-third.on rehabi-
tation —would create about
8,000: * jobs - dll‘ectly, plus
nother 16,000 indirectly, Some
0 per-cent of ‘the cost of hous- .down, The"total uniders

ag’ work goes on labou € e
) Water and sewers.. '* There fol:,%]:';g z;};)ﬁm:nsinievlw :ﬁ\a}\l U

re no votes in sewers” is a While the Chancellor inhis
iains intecate “and” sartly BUGBeL” sprech on Tuesdey i
inmapped sewer system, much likely to make: ,general com-

ts “about :ielp
f it completed more than 100 ‘men i
ears ago by cheap. Victorian struction.‘ind bi.r Yizthere? is

abour and. a least-favoured _, f.lelf:é%d?lieﬂ Tﬂs‘ge;f ﬂs:::n:;
ption for capital investment from prevlous years. .If that
'ver-since because the: benefits p.4.p oln; ]

‘annot be apprecxated by the _would
slectorate pubtic!

R B result lhe.fe _Publ
3,500 majo; égﬁs gqﬂirﬁxg “rathers
*xca\ranons and . 1,500 -
major~ ~blockages froml
collapse.” i
repair, but -the indirect costs - there -is-.al
arg often -.much greater—a . “they - get nto'
major . collapsé.in . Richmond. - -economy:-
coft 5,2.2m to ’repair’ but the swing-
ln_. irect costs .of the. disruption less,
were -estimated . dn..a:Tecent - But whateve happe:
House of Lords. report. n, the economy,:the: problems
water- industry. at £6.5m; . | £2bn._underspendirg: sin
To replace; Britain’s, sewers (and £10bn: since :1975): ani
would ,cost . around. -£31bnand huge -backlog: of:undan ¢apita]
ju'tto;malntaln the 210,000.km work -and. renovation :are: not.
of sewers. in’:their present..par- going to: g0 away.;. An the :
:sthew:

lods: state,; the.water industry they.: are - finally -tagkl
shduld.ibe .-spending £310m.a wili be much’ more: expensive
year: .compared .with .an - actual to :solve:than they ‘might;
level of £205m.;: ’ - been:
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