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Issue 133 Editorial

Contents of this Issue

In this, relatively short, issue we have two very interesting articles, both
based on papers ‘delivered’ at the virtual conference that was hosted by
the Literary and Philosophical Society of Newcastle upon Tyne on
the theme of ‘Taxing Wealth, Reducing Inequality’, held on Saturday
26th February 2022. John Bibby extrapolates Ten Commandments for
fiscal and statistical literacy and Stewart Lansley documents how the
post-WWII advances of the Atlee government have been nearly all wiped
out since 1970. In addition, this editor has included a letter that he has
just sent to the Lancet which might amuse those readers who work in
the health area.

Prospects for RSN 133

We have no proposed articles for the next issue; but we shall be
pursuing the other presenters relentlessly. Our new Review Editor,
Irina Motoc <irinamotoc@gmx.com> also has several books for review,
and is looking for volunteers

Administrative Issues

Readers may notice this has appeared only3 months after RSN 132. We
are now aiming to produce four shorter (max S0 pages to save on post-
age) issues rather than three per year. There were tentative plans for a
mid-year meeting in 2022 but as yet there are no details.

Please make sure you have updated your subscription, or make a dona-
tion! - by going to www.radstats.org.uk/membership/ where you can
pay by cheque, standing order, PayPal - or by filling in your details on
page 45.

Editors

Roy CARR-HILL
Sean DEMACK
Review Editor

Irina MOTOC


mailto:irinamotoc@gmx.com
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Ten Commandments for Fiscal and
Statistical Literacy:
Number, Equivalence, Power '

JOHN BIBBY
johnbibbyjohnbibby@gmail.com

Abstract: Taxation meets Radical Statistics

Tax is numbers !! How can we leverage this to enhance fiscal and
statistical literacies?

Tax is equivalences (trade-offs) /! Can we compare tax policies using a
common numéraire like ‘micromorts’?

Tax is power !! How has Radstats succeeded in highlighting statistics
as an agent of political hegemony?

Introduction: The 2022 Radstats conference organisers are to be
congratulated on bringing together two key themes — TAX and STATS
(on average, a four-letter word). These two complex organising systems
have developed side-by-side over the centuries. Both were founded for
reasons of statecraft and of war — intrinsically oppressive instruments.
Both enhance military organisation and state control and may
therefore be justly accused of continually enabling and enhancing
inequality, poverty, oppression, and other iniquities of the capitalist
system.

The Covid crisis of 2020 has underlined and strengthened their role as
instruments of state control.

Taxation and statistics are both intrinsically complex systems. They are
both also intrinsically ideological — but in different ways. Taxation
presents an ideology of financial extractive capitalism using annual
budgets as the all-important constraint; Statistics is an ideology of

1 This paper is based upon a paper with similar title (Bibby 2022), presented on
26 February 2022 at the Radical Statistics virtual conference 'Taxing wealth,
reducing inequalities'. Thanks are due to David Lamb, Wikipedia, T. H. Huxley,
George Bernard Shaw, Moses, Marx and others, as well as many members of Radical
Statistics for their help and support with this paper and with my statistical
underdevelopment over the years.
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calculation and comparison, with uncertainty as its key theme. Tax is
the ideology and science of getting money from the poor; statistics is the
ideology and science of evidence — of working out “What’s going on?”.

Numbers, Equivalences, Power: o
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Taxation and statistics both play key roles in discourses of state power
and in its physical implementation. Their complexity and mystification
are often unnecessary. Both lead to injustice and both are essential to
the capitalist project. To subvert this project we must control the
discourse. One way of doing this is to develop and disseminate strongly
critical statistical and fiscal literacies which can subvert and minimise
the mystificational potential of these two strong complex ideological
systems.

A tiny thread in this campaign of ideological subversion may involve
new canons of statistical and fiscal literacy that allow society’s power
imbalance to be coherently discoursed, analysed, understood, and
contested. What are the canons that enable this to be done? I hope that
this paper and the discussions to which it may lead may point to some
feasible and achievable answers.
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The paper presents canons of fiscal and statistical literacy using the
Mosaical notion of “Commandments”. These should be interpreted
ironically, but not exclusively ironically. All religions and faiths require
ethical watchwords — banners under which we can march - and the
faith which asserts the need for statistics literacy is no exception.
“Simplicity and Justice” may be such a watchword for such a banner.

Our systems of taxation and of statistics are unjust precisely because
they are so complicated. None but the rich can afford the time, energy,
and bought-in expertise which are required to negotiate the complexity.
The complexity may even a deliberate conspiracy - deliberately designed
to deceive, delay and dominate. Certainly the failure to remove the
complexity is deliberate.

Simplicity and Justice are interrelated twin ideals. Each supports the
other — each is necessary but not sufficient for the other. In the words
of the old song, “You can’t have one without the other”. It is the
complexity of statistics and of taxation which leads to their mystifying
effect and the consequential power imbalance.

Other themes to be developed below include the following:

Statistics is at risk of becoming a religion

This process has been accelerated by the Covid pandemic which has
distributed costs and benefits in class-laden directions.

Everybody now fancies themselves as a statistician — which is as it
should be. That is one reason why statistical and fiscal literacy (read-
ing/writing/speaking) are so important and so contemporary.
Statistical and fiscal literacy may be enhanced by presenting data using
comfortable units which tie in with people’s lived experiences (“everyday
familiarity”). Numéraires such as the MicroMort (MM), MegaPenny (Mp),
and even the “Great North Road” (GNR) can help. These will be dis-
cussed, along with proposals for a Land Value Tax (LVT) and for Uni-
versal Basic Income (UBI).

The author is not an expert — but nor was Moses! This paper is ‘advocacy
from ignorance’ and is designed to present ideas for chewing over, for
discussion and debate.

Fiscal and statistical literacies:

John Berger used “Ways of Seeing” as a metaphor for analysing social
and cultural power. But he was focusing on gender, art, and ‘softer’
forms of analysis. For fiscal and statistical issues, “Ways of Knowing”
seems a better starting-point, especially for the ideologically blind and
sight-impaired.
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There are commonly said to be three “types of knowing”: knowing THAT,
knowing HOW, and knowing WHY.

1. ‘Knowing THAT’ includes indisputable facts such as “Berlin is the
capital of Germany” or “Three times five is fifteen”, and other types of
knowledge often disparaged as ‘Gradgrindian’.This can be extremely
useful in pub quizzes and more importantly as gateway knowledge into
other types of knowing and learning, which cannot be fully appreciated
without a certain amount of Gradgrindian information. A second type
of “Knowing That” includes strict indisputable moral imperatives such
as “Eating people is wrong”, although even that is subject to the
Cannibal’s comment that if eating people is wrong, why did God make
us of meat?

2. ‘Knowing HOW’ requires skill as well as knowledge in linking
factoids from Level 1. This may be technical, e.g. how to wire a plug or
how to conduct a t-test in statistics.

3. ‘Knowing WHY’ lies deeper than the other two levels. It requires
knowledge and understanding of theories of causation that link
individual factoids and groups of facts from Level 1.

Each level of knowing parallels an equivalent level of understanding,
which is not necessarily the same thing. Statistical and fiscal literacy
draw upon all these levels of knowledge and understanding. Examples
from fiscal literacy might include the following:

1. ‘The basic rate of income tax is 20%’ might be one example of Level 1
fiscal literacy.

2. Level 2 of fiscal literacy could include an understanding of how the
20% rate of income tax relates to other features such as higher income
tax rates, nil tax bands, and tax favours that exempt certain types of
income from income tax altogether. It includes knowing a maze of
factoids from Level 1, along with skill at knowing how to negotiate a way
through the maze in a particular situation.

3. Level 3 fiscal literacy would include an understanding of the strategic
and ethical principles which underlie a particular theory of taxation, for
example the notion that “all budgets must balance” or the need to
distinguish between wealth and income taxation.

The ‘three levels of knowing’ in statistical literacy might be illustrated
with the following (all taken, for topicality reasons only, from statistics
applied to the current Covid outbreak).

1. ‘The R value is 1.1’ or ‘There were 1000 Covid deaths today’ would be
two examples of Level 1 statistical knowledge.
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2. ‘The R value goes down when people socially distance or wear masks’
would be one example of Type 2 knowledge.

3. The SIR model of statistical epidemiology is the following .... (then
follow the list of equations)’ could be an example of Level 3 statistical
knowledge.

In some situations, what is regarded as Level 3 in the above examples
could be regarded as Level 1 knowledge for a more advanced context.
For example, a Masters Course in Epidemiology may take the full
understanding of the standard SIR model as ‘Level 1’, upon which
further theories and skills may be developed.

“Ten Commandments”

Commandment 1: All Commandments may be broken
BUT NOT THIS OMNE IT

Commandment 2= Uses confldence bands (&l figure=s he=re are broad-brash™, say +-200%)
Commandmeant 32 Use percentlle or declle goiis, mot Infervals
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‘Commandments’: The author of this paper does not have the infallible
Authority which Moses could claim for his commandments; this author
claims no expertise and possesses no unchanging tablet of stone. So the
commandments spelled out here should not be interpreted too
rigorously, seriously or unquestioningly - except for the first and most
important commandment which is:

Commandment 1: All Commandments are made to be broken BUT
NOT THIS ONE !!

This libertarian edict may not appeal to serious religionists accustomed
to power and control — but a coven of logicians might wonder whether it
exemplifies Russell’s paradox of self-contradiction.

Commandment 2 applies to statistical literacy and is unlikely to appeal
to anybody outside the statistics fraternity. It stresses the importance
of uncertainty: “Begin with certainties and you will end in doubt; begin
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with doubt and you shall end in certainties”, as Francis Bacon put it.
Or, more concisely:

Commandment 2: State confidence bands.

However, confidence bands must be understood as well as stated. The
niceties of differing statistical philosophies (Bayesian, frequentist etc.)
are not of major significance and are vastly over-rated in statistical
teaching. (They are good for exam questions but not important in
everyday life.) The most important nicety relating to statistical
confidence is the calibration criterion that 50% of statements made at
the 50% confidence level should turn out to be correct (and 50% should
be wrong). In this paper, all figures are “broad-brush”, say +-20%. That
is, 50% of statements are correct to within +-20%.

As a side-commandment beside Commandment 2 we give

Commandment 3: Use quartile, decile or percentile points, not
intervals.

Even the technical literature contains confusion about the meaning of
quartile, decile and percentile. These are often used (erroneously) to
refer to a group e.g. the top decile means those above the 90th percentile.
Under Commandment 3, this is wicked, evil and pernicious. It leads to
confusion and above all it introduces practical difficulties, as extreme
points are always the most difficult to evaluate. For this reason it is
much better to compare quartile, decile or percentile points as in
common terms such as interquartile range and inter-decile range.
Where the data does not allow this, clarity in statistical literacy
(i.e. clarity in writing and speaking as well as clarity in reading) requires
clear statements if decile or percentile groups are intended. (Newspaper
reporting is poor on this: “top decile” is needlessly ambiguous — often
unclear whether it denotes a point or a group. NB: Focus on medians,
quartiles and deciles led Open University Course MDST242 to
emphasise the “7-figure boxplot”, a technique that goes back to Arthur
Bowley — see Radical Statistics 120.)

Our fourth commandment has already been referred to. It is far easier
to state than to apply and links two conflicting, unmeasurable criteria:

Commandment 4: “Justice and Simplicity” shall be thy
watchwords.

Fortunately, Justice and Simplicity tend to complement each other and
are not usually in conflict. They are admittedly rather trite, self-evident
concepts, like Love, Motherhood and Apple Pie, and this commandment
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does not specify how to deal with trade-offs e.g. How much Motherhood
may be sacrificed for a given quantity of Apple Pie.

Sex, Statistics, Religion:
Dangers of Size and Certainty g

Stats + Data Science: “The sexiest professions of the new millennium”
Googie Chief Economist
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Commandment 5: Thou shalt not fetishize BIG numbers
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At the beginning of the century. “Statistics is Sexy” was a popular
rallying cry. It led to a massive increase in mathematics students in a
generation that has now taken over the City. Data science, statistics’
younger sib, was also predicted to become “the sexiest profession of the
new millennium”. In 2013 Google’s chief economist, Hal Varian, stated
that statistician would be the sexy job of the 2020s. He was thinking
particularly of how the up-coming “datarati” would leverage
technological and data developments using routine split plot
experimental designs with other statistical ideas to assess and improve
outcomes in the routine course of normal activities, whether these are
educational, health/ medical, social/remedial or just the normal boring
capitalist production of widgets. Sexy or not, this seems like a sound
idea: costs would be small while informational gains could be
cumulative and huge.

However statistics, like sex, has its dangers. Both are easy to do, but
also easy to do wrong. Also, it’s not so easy to advise others how to do
it. That requires real skill. As shown in Slide 3, some newspapers
fetishize numbers in ultra-large print almost as an art-form. In this
The Guardian is a key offender. Their large-font figures often have no
meaning and little value except if they improve the typography in a cost-
effective manner, looking good on the page in a superficially crass over-
simplifying way. Private Eye as usual is ahead of the game: their
“Number Crunching” feature is not solely ironic; it often brings together
numbers which together make a sound political point.
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Why is statistics sexy? One reason for the ‘sexiness’ of statistics is
that statistics is increasingly visible, and increasingly becoming
technological. Another is that SIZE MATTERS, and statistics
increasingly involves BIG NUMBERS. Here, by ‘Big’ | mean large
numerically, not typographically. So ‘big’ numbers are millions,
billions, trillions and zillions. Journalists seem to be excessively and
irrationally committed to using such large numbers (which is the
dictionary definition of ‘fetish).

Commandment 5 : Thou shalt not fetishize BIG numbers.?2

How many people know what these BIG numbers mean? They are often
used simply to impress using shock and awe, and to incite the literally
mind-numbing response “Gee Whiz, that’s a lot!”

How many people know the differences between a million, a billion and
a trillion?

2 ] was glad to see the BBC’s editorial guidelines on “Big and Small Numbers”. These
emphasise the importance of ‘everyday familiarity’ in the numbers and units that
journalists use: "Just because a number is very big or small does not make it sub-
stantial”, the guidelines read: “Big and small numbers are difficult to understand
without any context. Millions or billions are not part of our everyday experience so it
is not easy to judge if they are actually big or not. ... To make sense of big numbers
we should put them in context and divide by the number of items to which they relate
or people they affect. For example, an annual figure measuring public spending is
better expressed in human terms by dividing by the population. This will give you a
more meaningful measure of what the figure represents per person per year. Or an
increase of government spending on nurseries should be divided by the number of
3-4 year olds in the population.” https://www.bbc.com/editorialguidelines/guid-
ance/ reporting-statistics/#bigandsmallnumbers

10
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A quick question: If | had £3 trillion, how much would that be if it
were distributed equally between every person in the United Kingdom?
What would be the length of a trail of £3 trillion in pound coins laid
side-by-side in a line? What if the £3 trillion was in penny coins
instead?

Commandment 6: Give rough estimates where possible (with
confidence bands)

Sex, Statistics, Religion: Ty
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Commandment 7. Beware the dangers of fashion and conformity

Commandment 8: Think outside the box

Statistics in danger of becoming a new religion

The Covid Crisis of 2020 led to two worldwide pandemics - the
pandemic of disease, and the pandemic of statistics. We became
powerless against these two all-powerful and all-pervasive Gods.

The role of statistics in enhancing state control has already been
mentioned. It also led to changing power within society. The following
have had their power enhanced:

purveyors and interpreters of statistics
those whose daily catechism involves telling the flock to “follow the data”
or “follow the statistics”.

11
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As in all religions there were also of course the statistical nonbelievers
- nay-sayers who deny that statistics has the answers, or at least not all
the answers.

Statistics played a key role in Boris’s daily Spm Downing Street
catechism or press conference which was often more like a Papal
Enclave than a genuine conference. The attendees no doubt included
many from today’s audience who also played the role of vicars
(representatives) and ideological disseminators of the statistical god.
There was considerable repetitiousness and conformity pursued. For
example, the furlough system broke one box of conformity (the idea of
a balanced budget), but it retained the dominant belief that “business”
is all-important rather than “people”. It did not learn the lessons of the
2008 financial crisis which should have used quantitative easing to
support people, not banks and bankers. People-support is more
important than business-support. It is egalitarian and direct, rather than
indirect, relying on trickle-down from business-owners and capitalists.
In short, the following two Commandments were overlooked:

Commandment 7: Beware the dangers of fashion and conformity
Commandment 8: Think outside the box.

In considering statistics as a religion we must also keep in mind the
question: Is statistics in danger of becoming a superstition? We recall
Huxley’s dictum that new truths begin life as heresy and end life as
superstition. In the 1800s, statistics was often a subversive ally of the
new sciences which were threatening the place of religion in society. But
statistics has now become so procedural and ritualised that its
radicalising impact is reduced.

There are many other features common to statistics and religion which
should make us pause for thought:

statistics and religion both easily become comfortable, ritualistic and re-
petitive

statistics and religion both produce hierarchies of committed profession-
als who work as missionaries in a silo — their aim being to infect non-
believers with belief

statistics and religion can both be intolerant/ dismissive of ‘ignorant’ non-
believers

statistics and religion can both fail to notice hidden faces and voices un-
heard.

These will now be considered one-by-one.

12
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Dangers of the statistical religion (1): Ritualism and
repetitiveness

The Bible according to Boris provides many examples of this dangerous
aspect of the statistical religion:

1. Rituals and religion: Boris’s 5 o’clock Downing Street show

Boris’s daily Spm Covid mass delivered a televised eucharist of life and
(sadly) death. The unforgiving Almighty announced repeatedly (at
different times), the number of deaths, the number of infections and the
number of jabs. First it was “R, R, R”; then it was “deaths, deaths,
deaths” and “infections, infections, infections” until finally it became
“jabs, jabs, jabs”. It’s like the numerical plagues of Egypt!

in the way that the pandemic was portrayed, and a failure to think
“outside the box”, in particular to consider the unintended
consequences of remedies being

Ritualism: the 5 o’clock show

(RSS = Repetiive Stalstics Syndrome)

Missing comparators - compared with WHAT?

. Covid fractions:
el s « Covid deaths / Total deaths

« Covid positive tests / total number of tests

« Covid hospitalisations & ICU beds/ totals
(confusion of stock and flow)

impls and St I/

5

All these data are extremely fallible. But we were not given the fallibility,
we were just given the certainty of large, apparently precise numbers.
The many gaps were generally jumped over. We were not told that data
is like Edam cheese — full of holes. (Some data is more akin to Edam
holes, randomly distributed in a universe of bland nothingness.)

13
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Data on infections are extremely fallible. Unreported infections could
double or treble the reported figure.

Data on deaths had unfortunate reporting delays which varied by day
of the week, and there was a tricky distinction which varied over time
between “Deaths with” and “Deaths from” Covid. More importantly
however, the data on deaths omitted a meaningful comparator (except
much later, when the concept of “excess deaths” entered public
consciousness).

The obvious comparator for Covid deaths is the total number of deaths
for the same population or sub-population. On a typical day, some 1500
people die in the UK, and 1800 are born3 — that’s approximately S00,000
deaths and 700,000 births in a typical year. So at the peak of the
pandemic, when up to 2000 Covid deaths were reported in one day, this
more-than-doubled the usual death rate: the average death-chance was
twice what it usually is (which for most people is infinitesimally small —
less than a one in a million per day). More typically over the course of
the pandemic, the number of Covid deaths has been less than 100 per
day i.e. well under 10% of total deaths.

By providing a comparator such as the total number of deaths, Boris
could have contextualized and de-emotionalised the dangers from Covid
and put them in perspective. This would have reduced mental distress
and could have changed public perceptions and public policy.

Similarly, when the emphasis was upon the number of positive tests we
could have been given the number of negative tests too. And when
hospitalisations or staff absences were given we could have been told
the total number of beds and the total number of staff. In short, the 5
oclock show went for emotion and drama, and failed on
contextualization and on the following commandment:

Commandment 8a: Use comparators, especially where emotions
are involved. (“Compared with what?”)

2. The Great God “R”: a further example of deification.

3 “Bvery moment dies a man, Every moment one is born” wrote Tennyson. But we
all know that models break down in crises (Simon Levine). As the pedant Charles
Babbage responded to Tennyson, "If this were true, ... the population of the world
would be at a standstill. In truth, the rate of birth is slightly in excess of that of
death. I would suggest [that the next edition of your poem should read]: “Every
moment dies a man, Every moment 1 1/16 is born”. "Strictly speaking," he added,
"the actual figure is so long I cannot get it into a line, but I believe the figure 1 1/16
will be sufficiently accurate for poetry."

14
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Jeremy Farrar’s excellent scientific thriller, “Spike”, ends with a
critique of SAGE which, he says “could have more clearly
communicated the simple mathematics underlying pandemics and
warned more trenchantly against optimism bias and confirmation
bias”. In the “simple mathematics” to which he refers, the variable “R”
plays a key role, and R was given a leading part in the early Spm news
conferences. However, it soon became reified as though R were an
impersonal, external GIVEN, a uniform constant. Bayes was never
mentioned!

However, this decontextualising is an over-simplification which has the
effect of minimising potential for social and personal agency. An
alternative would present ‘R’ not as God-given and external, but as a
personal parameter which can be kept under control by personal and
social actions. That is, everybody has their own personal R. It changes
over time, and varies according to personal, social and environmental
characteristics. R represents the expected number of people that one
person (YOU !) will infect if you are infectious. So, by limiting social
contacts you have some control over your personal R.5 A clearer
understanding of this would have provided context and could have
encouraged better understanding and commitment, and led to better
social practices and more effective and possibly less restrictive legal
restrictions.

Commandment 8b: Make very clear what is fixed and
unchangeable, and what can be changed.

3. “Voices unheard, eyes unseen”

Apart from the effects mentioned above, Ritualism and Repetition also
have the effect that focus is always upon one thing while other things
get ignored. The world becomes a nation of binaries — the counted and
the uncounted. As a general rule, “the uncounted do not count”. This is
relevant to uncounted individuals and groups, but it also refers to
unmentioned categories and causes. This leads to “Voices unheard, eyes
unseen”, which has two particular aspects. One is that most people are

4 Farrar, J. and Ahuja, A. (2021, p.229) Spike: The Virus vs. The People - the Inside
Story. This book also provides an excellent account of the main dramatis personae
in the world’s anti-Covid drama: it is trenchantly critical of Whitty’s delay in taking
the virus seriously, scathing about Boris and Hancock, highly complimentary about
Ghebreyesus, WHO, and Kate Bingham, and apologetically complimentary about
Dominic Cummings. Ian Diamond (p.137) is a “brilliant chief statistician”.

5 So in SIR models and models which use R, R is a stochastic, multi-level, time-
varying parameter. It is not fixed.

15
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far from average: 50% of people live outside the inter-quartile range, and
subgroups vary immensely. There is always geographic variation. This
seems to continually surprise journalists who love to call it a “postcode
lottery”. In fact it is often a function of local democracy as well as local
demographics and epidemiology.

: That voice unheard,
“Voice unheard, eyes unseen” (1) those eyes unseen,

That touch unfelt,

Unheard comparisons:
» Postponed operations
« Damaged children
» Stressed families
« Africa + Third World

Commandment 9: Beware statistical nationalisms,
classisms and class denialism

6

Normality is abnormal. But a second aspect of “Voices unheard” is that
numbers that are not collected represent questions or ‘causes’ that are
overlooked and ignored. Both these can be illustrated with reference to
Covid.

Boris’s continual stress on totals and averages overlooked the fact that
different people and different groups play the Covid game with different
dice. The dice are not ‘fair’; they are biased. Eventually work was done
on this — on the impact of ethnicity, gender and occupation. Initially the
only variables mentioned were age, region and ‘special vulnerabilities’.
The fact that men were more vulnerable than women was (of course!)
underplayed: it was conveniently masked by the fact that women live
longer; there are many more old women than old men. (In the UK Life
Table, for every 1000 men at age 90, there are 1560 women; but at age
90, a woman’s life expectancy exceeds that of men by 15%; moreover,
women are generally healthier.)

Housing and social class have been especially un-mentioned
throughout the Covid epidemic.

Also, the Spm focus upon deaths and NHS beds ignored the other
damages due to Covid and, more importantly, ignored the damaging
impact of the health restrictions imposed. It is understandable that
schools were closed in the panic-ridden days of March 2020 - but panic
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would have been unnecessary if Tory cuts had not left Britain in such
an ill-prepared state. Too much policy is driven by headlines: I would
be interested to know how many lives would have been saved if the
billions spent on terrorism (which statistically speaking is a minute
threat) had instead been spent on pandemic preparedness.

However, after the initial two weeks of crisis, a better policy might have
been to open the schools, with social distancing measures to protect the
elderly especially in multi-generational households living in restricted
accommodation. This would have reduced a lot of the ‘collateral damage’
which resulted from lockdown. Youngsters aged 1-5, 9-12 and 15-19
have been particularly vulnerable to government policy.

Further categories of Covid ‘collateral damage’ which merited more
attention included the following:

Postponed operations
Damaged children
Stressed and damaged families.

That voice unheard,

[RO%e EYes unsern,

“Voice unheard, eyes unseen” (2)

That touch unfelt,

+ Commandment 10: Use comparators, especially
whiere emotions are invaolved.

[“Campaned with WTEAT 7] " i '

» Commandment 11: Make clear what is fixed and i - . '::
unchangeable, and what can be changed. b

+—,

vy | ==

- i o Angelou i i.. IP—:

o

M™: Kok Ciod-prves sad sxiema, but g
pEnons permreder which oo be gl urder
mirsd by perizaal ind wxiel sfieas
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Also, very importantly, Africa and the Third World were rarely
mentioned. It still seems a miracle to me that the impact of Covid in
Africa was not far, far worse. And it is shameful that we are talking now
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about fourth injections in Europe when many in Africa have not received
their first.

Commandment 9: Beware statistical nationalisms and classisms

Commandment 10: Use comparators, especially where emotions
are involved

Commandment 11: Make clear what is fixed and unchangeable, and
what can be changed

Dangers of the statistical religion (2): hierarchies of committed
professionals

As statisticians we are proud of our role as ‘professionals’i.e.
members of a “profession” — we speak an arcane language; we are
exclusive in the sense that entry to our profession requires a training
of sorts; and we like to retain that exclusivity.

George Bernard Shaw’s Doctor’s Dilemma defined professions as
‘conspiracies against the laity’. Of course statisticians are nothing like
the doctor, vicar and lawyer shown here in a 19th century cartoon. But
in some ways we are similar. (What, one wonders, would feature in the
speech-bubble of today’s cartoon showing a statistical consultant’s
client?!)

We know that doctors are said to define themselves as gods. Are
statisticians at risk of being deified too? One of the functions of
statistical literacy is to ensure that this does not happen.
Demystification involves de-deification.

However, just as goldfish do not sense the bowl in which they live, we
often fail to recognise the silos within which we live and work, the
environments which constrain our contacts, and the ideas and opinions
outside those which we usually come into contact with.

Silos can be social as well as ‘disciplinary’ (university ‘disciplines’): How
many people do we know who are farmers, live in tower blocks, or are
members of the ‘precariat’? Few, in my limited experience.

Also, professions are intrinsically conservative: we teach in false
academic silos and we generally teach what we learned, often using the
same teaching techniques that we learned by: it was good enough for
us, so why should we change? Are modern techniques reflected in what
we teach? (I find it worrying that my book on Multivariate Analysis,
published over forty years ago, is still selling as well as ever.)
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A 19th century etching of a farmer consultlng =
with his doctor, vicar and lawyer
Commandment 12: Burn textbooks over 10 years old - and

professors at 70 (Editor’s addition: but then you wouldn’t have an

editor).
Dangers of the statistical religion (3):

How do we learn NOT to hear the voices

which remain unheard?

Unhearing is a skill that we easily learn. One method is to avoid the
discomfort of thinking “outside the box”. We may fail to engage with out-

of-the-ordinary ideas.

We love our own comfortable cocoon with

comfortable, oft-repeated ideas. Conversing with and listening to people
who disagree with us can be a disagreeable experience.
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“Voice unheard, eyes unseen” (3):
‘Gee Whiz' numbers; 1.6°

“30:0, 000 houses must be retrofitted to avold overhsating™ (Ge= Whiz numbers)

Conslder both sldes: l,.-"'.: ;
Global warming: Does [f have advaniages @ well as disadvantages? i
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For example — we hear incessantly about the dangers of global warming.
But have you ever looked at the question of the advantages of global
warming? That question is near-taboo. I have been called a “climate
change denier” just for raising the question. That is completely false.

I agree that climate change is happening and that most of it — the
worrying bit - is anthropogenic (man-induced). However, climate change
is a bigger concept than global warming, and the main dangers of
climate change lie not in the average change of temperature, but in the
extremes and in unpredictability. Great heat and great cold can kill.
And unexpected droughts and floods. These are the extremes that kill.
The averages are less important.

Also, small increases in average temperature have advantages as well
as disadvantages. The main problem is that the advantages will further
advantage the already-advantaged, while the disadvantages will
disadvantage the already-disadvantaged.

Two examples will suffice — one important, the other relatively trivial.

The trivial advantage accrues to vineyards and avocadoes in Yorkshire.
If global warming increases we may get better wine soon from the North
of England.
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More importantly, consider deaths from hypothermia. There are about
25,000 such deaths in the UK each year. That is barely 5% of the total
number of deaths, but the figure represents lots of individual tragedies
which will reduce under global warming.

Of course there is another side to the coin — people die from over-heating
also. However, the hypothermia argument involves thinking outside the
conventional, comfortable, fashionable box.

One passing-point relates to the “holy mantra” of 1.6° which is so often
cited as a red-line that must not be crossed. It is very rare for political
decisions to involve a cliff-drop threshold. It is not like the Gradgrindian
mantra “Annual income twenty pounds, annual expenditure nineteen
nineteen and six, result happiness. Annual income twenty pounds,
annual expenditure twenty pounds nought and six, result misery”.

Equivalences and voices unheard in the Climate Change debate

Climate Change is an area where statistics has become almost a religion
with dominant mantras like “1.5° good; 1.6° disastrous”.

Like pi=3.14, in this debate 1.6° is so important that it deserves a name
of its own so it can become a useful, readily recognizable benchmark.
So I shall call 1.6° a “GNR”. So 1 GNR = 1.6°C.

Why “GNR”? Because of the Great North Road (GNR) which used to run
from London to Edinburgh; and if we compare differences in
temperature between the two capitals, we find the average is almost
exactly 1.6° or 1 GNR. So 1 GNR measures the difference in average
temperature between London and Edinburgh.

In passing, note that temperature averages are averaged over millions
of locations in space-time. It can be revealing to see how small or large
1 GNR is compared with other temperature differences (again for
London and Edinburgh): average difference between January and July
= 8 GNR (129); difference for one month between its hottest average and
its coldest average = 4 GNR; or average difference between daytime and
night-time temperature = 10 GNR.

A further current example of “voice unheard” is the fashion for packing
vegetables etc. in compostable wrappings. It is acknowledged that these
require more energy in production than conventional plastics. “But that
is no problem?”, it is said, “because you can put them straight on your
compost heap”. Such glib statements stem from the mind-set of a
compost-owning elite who cannot think outside the box and who fail to
realise that many people buy vegetables precisely because they have no
garden, let alone a compost heap.
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Commandment 13: Avoid lone data. Use comparisons (% or per
person)

Commandment 14: Convert “Gee Whiz!” big numbers into bite-size
chunks

Commandment 15: State your universe

Commandment 16: Count pluses and minuses, not just one side.

Examples:
“500,000 houses will have to be retrofitted to avoid overheating” (Gee
Whiz on global warming).

Unclear what universe: presumably UK over 10 years.
UK has 25 million houses. So universe is 250 million house-years.

“1 in 50 houses in the UK will have to be retrofitted within the next ten
years, or 1 in 500 per year™”

The Micromort (MM)
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& puméraire used bo compane different msks of deoadh “t .._,.-'.H.
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(Sourme: Worm Chromicais)
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Numéraires and the “MicroMort” (MM).

The “GNR” unit was proposed above in order to suggest different ways
of looking at global warming data, which is one of the points of fiscal
and statistical literacy. Another such unit is the ‘MicroMort’ which has
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been proposed by David Spiegelhalter to compare different risks of
death: one MicroMort or 1 MM represents a death risk of one in a mil-
lion or 0.000001 or 0.0001%. The context of its magnitude can be
gained from the following examples given by Spiegelhalter in his book
The Norm Chronicles (all figures are approximate averages):

1MM = daily risk of dying from ‘external causes’ in England and
Wales (i.e. “Not from illness or old age”)

1MM = risk of dying per half-hour for UK service personnel in Af-
ghanistan in 2009

1MM = risk of dying per second for UK bomber crews between
1939 and 1945.

1 MM also represents the risk of dying during 4 miles of a marathon,
25-28 miles of walking, cycling or motor-cycling, 333 miles of driving, 2
days of skiing, a week on ecstasy, or one-tenth of a sky-dive or an op-
eration with general anaesthetic. (Famously, David Nutt lost his job for
effectively using Micromorts and daring to compare risks of a trip on
ecstasy to risks of a trip on horseback: horses are safer, but not by
much!)

Fiscal policy, Fiscal

numeracy, statistical “feel”™. What'
NMhats

geing on?

Commandment 17:

Express data in “per person™ units, Whats
not just large aggregate totals gmmg =n7

(Himple and _Fuse /!

10

For comparison, daily risks of death from all causes in the UK are ap-
proximately:

20MM per day population average (risks for females are about
15% less than risks for males)

SO0MMpd for 70+

100MMpd for 75+

300MMpd for 80+.

23



Issue 133 Ten Commandments for Fiscal and Statistical Literacy

A key advantage of units such as MicroMorts and GNR is that once you
are familiar with them, their use provides a greater sense of statistical
familiarity, language and ‘feel’. For further details and examples see The
Norm Chronicles or Wikipedia.

Another way of generating statistical “feel” is to express data in “per
person” units rather than in large aggregate totals. These tie in more
with people’s ‘lived experience’ than do unfamiliar large ‘Gee Whiz’
numbers.

Commandment 17: Use “per person” units rather than large aggre-
gate totals.

Statistical literacy intersects with fiscal literacy in what I call fiscal
numeracy because it involves numbers as well as letters. Above all, it
involves political concepts: if statistics is the science of evidence, then
fiscal numeracy is the science of evidence regarding fiscal matters
(government finance). It includes aspects of statistical presentation and
interpretation. The presentation of uncertainties is especially
important.

Unfortunately, political discussions often take place in evidence-free
zones, using concepts that have no “feel”, Such discussions often do not
consider alternatives or unexpected impacts. Financial cost is often the
only metric used. It immediately leads to parallels with personal and
household budgeting. These are the closest parallels in everyday ‘lived
experience’ and are attractive and seductive. However, emphasis on
financial cost too easily reinforces the Gradgrindian fallacy that public
budgets must “balance” like household budgets (Thatcher, passim).
This fallacy contains three fallacious elements.

First, it ignores the fact that public planning is by its nature long term.
Therefore annual or short-term budgets are not appropriate.

Second, many ‘public goods’ are ignored by financial costs. Otherwise
we would give everyone a poison pill for their seventieth birthday. This
would save the NHS a fortune! A wider reference-group is required.

However above all, governments unlike private households can
manufacture money. Indeed, they do this all the time — mainly not in the
form of physical cash, but by increasing credit and issuing government
bonds.

Thus, public costs require a mind-set that is completely different from
that required by household costs. The latter are generally short-term
and exist within a particular budget and a specific time-scale. Current
expenditure gets conflated with capital expenditure. For governments
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however, the focus should be upon long-term total resource costs
including environmental costs and benefits. These cannot be
represented in a single £ figure.

Moreover, government costings often produce very large numbers which
lack “feel”. Multi-year totals provide very VERY large numbers. Better
by far to give costs in “€ per person per year”. So instead of “€1 billion
over S years” (too big to feel) we get “€3 per person per year”, which has
more “feel”.

Policies and Trade-offs

Side-comment on Modern Monetary Theory (MMT).
Basic tenet: state budgets do not have to balance.

* However imbolance has conseguences especially where the stote
does not control Its own money supply (as in the Euro). Constraints on
imbalance con arise from real resource imits fonly so mony workers or
widgets), risks from inflation, exchonge rotes and ‘confidence’ and other
external/poittical foctors.

Rather than insist on tax neutrality, | propose using a common and
easily understandable numéraire with units from a familiar type of tax.
Then we can answer the slam-dunk question “How are you going to
pay for 12" with the slam-dunk answer “Out of general taxation”™.

11

Taxation - alternative policies and trade-offs

As stressed above, managing a government budget require a different
mind-set from that required for household budgets. However, trade-offs
are important in both types of budget. We all want Love, Motherhood
and Apple Pie. But more Motherhood means less Apple Pie. Such con-
siderations also apply to taxation and benefits.

Tax/benefit debates often occur in a vacuum, without considering
tradeoffs. One option is for discussions to always involve proposals that
are tax neutral. However, that involves discussing two items at the same
time — one on each side of the balance sheet. Hence the inane slam-
dunk question “How are you going to pay for it?” (“Out of general taxa-
tion” is always a sound answer, but then you must also have a good
taxation policy.)

Rather than insist on tax neutrality, I propose that we should instead
get used to a common and easily understandable numéraire which uses
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familiar units. This will enable us to answer the slam-dunk question
“How are you going to pay for it?”

Side-comment on Modern Monetary Theory (MMT). Inasmuch as I under-
stand it, I accept the basic tenets of MMT — that state budgets do not have
to balance. However, imbalance has consequences, especially where the
state does not control its own money supply (as in the Euro). Limits on
imbalance can arise from real resource limits (only so many workers or
widgets), risks from inflation, exchange rates and ‘confidence’, and other
external/ political factors.

The Megapenny (Mp)

The Mesapenny Is the change In revenue produced by o 1p
ncrease or decrease Mo the baskc UK rote of income tax (e 5.
today from 20p In the pound to 21p or to 19p)

= about £0 bilkon

Total spent on Bankers” Quantitative Easing (QE) .
£300bn = 150Mp = £13% per person.
This benefitted Tory constituencies: bankers+home-owners.

Similar effects obtainable via short-term Community QF

in which everybody received the same amount. @ ; / % V74

12

The Megapenny (Mp) — a second numéraire: The MicroMort compares
risks. I will now propose a similar numéraire which has a different
purpose. This is the Megapenny (Mp) which compares fiscal and tax
revenues and expenditures.

We define a Megapenny as the revenue produced by a 1p increase in the
basic rate of UK income tax — from 19p to 20p in the pound for example,
or from 20p to 21p. Today, 1Mp is equivalent to about £6 billion. So the
total amount spent on quantitative easing as at 21 December 2021,
which is £895 billion, is about 150 Mp. Other examples are given below
(all figures are approximate and based upon HMRC estimates):

one penny on the basic rate of income tax produces 1Mp (£6 billion), as
does a penny added to all NIC rates (employer and employee)

1% change in the basic 20% VAT rate (from 20% to 21% or 19%) pro-
duces 1Mp
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one penny on the higher rate of income tax produces 0.2 Mp

10% change in the 0% tax income tax threshold produces 1.3 Mp
the zero-rate band costs £110bn = 18Mp

capital gains house relief costs 3Mp

imputed rent (Schedule A) tax relief costs 4Mp

Poverty costs 13Mp (Joseph Rowntree Foundation)

Wealth /Windfall/Excess Profits/Inheritance/Gifts tax could produce
£174bn or 29Mp.

These Megapenny numbers are easily and immediately comparable, in
a way that the monetary figures £6 billion, £1.3 billion, £8.8 billion etc.
are not.

Why use Megapennies rather than money, the traditional numeraire?
There are two main answers. First, the numbers are smaller (‘bite-sized’)
and more manageable. Second, the Megapenny definition in terms of
one penny on income tax, underlines equivalences in terms of fiscal
policy. (Just as MicroMorts make small numbers large and more man-
ageable, Megapennies make large numbers smaller and more manage-
able, thus enabling comparisons.)®

In short:

Commandment 17a: Please use the MegaPenny when discussing public fi-
nance.
A fiscal “Mini-Manifesto”

This final section discusses a progressive tax mini-manifesto containing
just four elements. Its key guiding theme is

Cancel Tax Favouritism.
Tax currently favours Capital rather than Labour.

Many taxes have been proposed for ‘levelling up’ society. Among these,
Wealth Taxes and Windfall Taxes have already entered the common
discourse. Each is great in principle but complex in practice. It’s
important to get the practicalities right.

6 The §oy’ of the MicroMort, wrote Spiegelhalter, “is that it makes all kinds of risks
comparable on the same simple scale” (Norm Chronicles, p.16). Similarly, the §oy’ of
the Megapenny is that it makes all kind of expenditures and receipts comparable on
the same simple scale.
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A core “fiscal manifesto”
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I shall now argue the above points in the context of a tax “Mini-
Manifesto” which argues for a Land Value Tax (LVT) and a Universal
Basic Income (UBI).7 For simplicity, we start with “crude” versions of
each, in which all units are treated the same. These are simplest, easiest
to understand, better for “buy in”, and cheapest to administer.

In the Crude LVT: Every square metre of land is taxed the same

In the Crude UBI: Everybody gets the same amount every week.

Land Value Tax

= UK land area = 24mn hectares
=24 x 10'° sqg metres.

= So LWT of £1 per sgm produces
=£24 x 1010 = 40Mp.

aosAp = sbout =20 of the oost of &
sirmipde LIS {see belowd

14

7 See e.g. Brown, P. (2021) Proposing a Resilience Universal Basic Income:
https://www.ubilabnetwork.org/ resilience-ubi. UBI Lab Network.
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Refined LVT /UBI would allow varying rates for different categories
of people and land.

Crude Land Value Tax (LVT)

This could replace the discredited and out of date Council Tax, and
could easily enhance local democracy by allowing for local variation in
LVT rates.

Advantages for LVT are that land is easy to identify and measure and
track ownership. It cannot be moved abroad. LVT would also reduce

the attractiveness of holding land and so will bring down land prices.
There are also arguments in terms of equity and in terms of imputed
rent.

If every hectare of land were taxed the same, what tax rate would be
needed to produce 1 Megapenny (£6 billion)? For simplicity and to
calculate orders of magnitude, let us imagine initially that every piece
of land in the UK is taxed at a rate of say £1 per square metre.

The UK’s total land area is about 240,000 sq km. This is 24 million
hectares or 24 x 1010 square metres (1 sq km = 100 hectares = 1
million sq m). So £1 per square metre will produce £24 x 1010, which
is 40Mp (1 Mp = £6b = £6 x 109). That is, a Land Value Tax that
averages £1 per square metre will produce about 40 times a much as
is produced by a 1p in the pound increase in income tax.

Note that our crude LVT is based on land area. So whatever the floor-
area of your house, you are charged only on its footprint area, plus the
area of any garden etc. If you are in a six-story tower block, then only
one-sixth of your floor-area counts towards your personal footprint.
My house in York some 200 sq m floor area on two floors, so that
counts as 100 sq m of land. Add to that say 400 sq m of garden, and
the total is 500 sq m. So at £1 per sq m I would pay £500 per year.
This compares with Council Tax paid at present which is about four
times as much. Some would gain by a switch from Council Tax to LVT,
but many who own a lot of land might lose. (In practice, small tracts of
land may be exempted from LVT — but one must beware of the
perverse incentives that this might produce, and of landlords who own
many small plots.)

However, it would of course be immensely unjust to tax all pieces of
land the same. Land in Central London is far more valuable than land
in the Outer Hebrides, so it would be unjust to tax both at the same
rate. A more refined LVT would take account of this differential in land
values. For reference we note that residential land values vary by
region from £70/sqm in Bradford to £12,800/sgm in City of London (a
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factor of 180+), so we would expect this variation to be reflected in the
LVT levied in the various places.

Refine LVT using value factors

Cost of residential land in Bradford is
EFOYsgm. It is £12 200 in City of London.

This is a factor of 180+,

(ot anct _Fiase /7

15
UBI = Universal Basic Income N RO
£100 pw to 60mn people = £6bn pw = 1Mp per week
= 50Mp per year
50p on income tax is not feasible.
But 40p of this can be covered by the simple Land Y T -
Value Tax outlined above and at least 10p is Seeores £16
covered by the benefits which UBI would replace. Waon
R R . by
\ g
Dl and _Sise /1
aerEre e Ll
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Crude Universal Basic Income (UBI)

The second proposal for our “Tax Mini-Manifesto” is a form of Universal
Basic Income (UBI). UBI is generally defined as “a regular and
unconditional payment given to everyone regardless of their income,
wealth or work”. The “Everyone” is important in order to maximise
political and emotional ‘buy-in’ for all citizens. It removes the ‘them’ and
‘us’ mentality which bedevils so much debate around tax and benefits.
Refinements may modify who is entitled to UBI by treating e.g. visitors,
babies and millionaires differently.

UBI may soon become an idea whose ‘time has come’. Several variants
have recently been proposed:
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Stewart Lansley proposed a particular version of UBI at the Radstats
2022 conference

The LibDems (Paul Noble sep2021) propose a UBI of £71pw for all work-
ing-age adults: children and pensioners are excluded. The Zero-rate tax-
band would be removed and they suggest modifications for those earn-
ing over £100k.

Welsh UBI for care-leavers has just been announced (feb2022): this is
to be at the rate of £400pw, but is not strictly universal as it applies
only to care-leavers.

UBI is of course expensive. However, it costs less than it seems because:

1. UBI is taxable. This can reduce exchequer cost by 15%.
2. UBI replaces other benefits. These may include pensions and the
0% tax-free income tax band which alone cost 17Mp and 65Mp (£100bn
and £400bn) respectively. This can reduce costs by a further 15% or
more.

3. The certainty of a guaranteed income provides psychological and
community security. This has financial as well as non-financial
spinoffs in terms of reduced use of health, police and prison
expenditure.

But how much would UBI cost? For simplicity consider a system
where everybody gets £100 per week, or £5000 per year. In practice
children and new arrivals would get less, and the initial UBI would more
likely be about &£50 per week or less, rather than &£100.
Conveniently, £100 for each of 60 million people is exactly £6 billion, or
1 Mp. So the cost of this UBI is 1Mp per week. Over a year, the total
cost equates to 52 Mp i.e. 52p on the basic rate of income tax. However,
this has to be reduced by 50% because of factors mentioned above, and
can be reduced by a further 50% if the initial UBI is £50 rather than
£100 per week. So this UBI cost could be as low as 13bn pa, or just over
2Mp.

There are also other ways of reducing ‘bottom line’ financial UBI costs.
(These of course are not the real ‘bottom line’). The most obvious of these
penny-pinching strategies involves “focussing UBI on the needy”. This
is possible, but it introduces complications and complexity i.e.
undesirable features of the present benefits system. “Focus” thus
reduces the simplicity which is one of the key features of ‘true’ UDI.
More importantly however, it changes the associated mentality from one
of “universality” to one of “them and us”. A key requirement for
innovations to be feasible is that they must have widespread “buy-in”
from the community at large.
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Note: | am not suggesting that the total cost of UBI should be covered
by Income Tax. Other taxes are available! I emphasise Income Tax
simply as a vehicle for introducing a common numéraire and language
and, hopefully, greater understanding.

In some situations, one-off (non-regular) universal payments may be
appropriate, for example where the economy needs stimulating. Some
people call this “helicopter money”. It has recently been proposed by the
ECB and implemented in USA, Japan and Switzerland (see Wikipedia).

However, regardless of whether we take the long-term decision to
go for full UBI, in the short term a strong UBI infrastructure can be
useful in many situations e.g. in paying the same furlough to
everybody (and saving on business subsidies and business fraud); on
giving everybody £500 to cover unanticipated fuel costs; as a bonus to
every young person on reaching the age of 18; as an economy-boosting
measure by increasing money supply; why not £1000 for everybody on
every birthday?

UBI Infrastructures

Ewven without full UBI, havimg a UBI infrastructure will ease other uses:
= Citizens” QE
= Winter fuel payments
= Gas price hike
= Universal Covid furlough support
(Macron & Trump managed it — why can’t we'?)

Pl and Tt //

17

Here are several examples where a UBI infrastructure would have
proved its worth in recent years.

1. UBI and Quantitive Easing (QE).

George Brown’s QE policy should have been called Bankers QE,
because its main beneficiaries were banks and bankers. So those who
caused the crisis benefitted from it. (Home-owners also benefitted via
the house price-inflation caused by Bankers QE.) A better alternative
would have been Community QF in which everybody received the same
amount.
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Brown’s scheme cost some £900 billion, or 150 Mp. This equates to a
UBI of £15,000 per person.

2. Winter Fuel Payment

The Winter Fuel Payment of £200 p.a. is essentially a UBI for
pensioners. You even get it if you live abroad (just as I know of well-
paid American citizens living in the UK who received cheques under
President Trump’s 2020 ‘CARES’ stimulus scheme. This delivered a
total of $500b to American citizens around the world - $1200 per
adult and $500 per child, tax-free, with exclusions for those earning
over $150k.)

The Winter Fuel Payment costs £2-3b per year i.e. 0.5 Mp. However, at
less than £4 per recipient per week, it is an insignificant amount over
the year for most recipients. It is however better than the alternative of
offering pensioners discounts on their fuel bills, since discounts
incentivise greater user of fuel, rather than giving recipients discretion
to spend their money how they want.

3. Covid furlough and business support

The Rishi Sunak furlough scheme has been large in scope, but has it
been well-targeted? In total it has cost £70bn. Other support for
business makes the total c£100bn.

The Tories’ main focus has always been on supporting ‘businesses’,
not people. Why should we support ‘business™

The main valid reason is because it supports jobs and therefore
supports people. We should not be supporting the infrastructure of
speculative businesses — and all businesses are, to a greater or lesser
extent, speculative.

And a key reason for supporting jobs is because jobs support income.
Without income, demand drops, and the capitalist hurdy-gurdy ceases
to go round. The result is poverty.

Better by far than supporting ‘business’ is to offer direct financial
support i.e. support income.

If a UBI infrastructure had been in place, there would have been a
pre-established, much simpler system, less capable of fraud and
devious use, for maintaining family incomes.

It would also have been fairer - everybody would have received the
same, whereas the Sunak furlough scheme involved a percentage of
normal wage, so the better paid gained more.
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Full UBI requires a good database to enable fine-tuning e.g. by area of
residence, age.

4. Green tax incentives; Gas price hikes. Profits are booming for
Shell and BP while households throughout the country face fuel
poverty. What can be done?s

Taxing energy companies’ windfall profits is at last being considered. It
is an obvious candidate rarely mentioned.

Reducing VAT on gas is the Labour Party mantra. How this 5%
reduction can relieve a 50% price increase is unclear. But also,
reducing tax on fuel runs counter to green policies, which would
encourage less fuel use. This requires increased pricing.

By contrast with Labour Party policy, I suggest we should massively
increase fuel taxes— including taxes on aviation fuel which is currently
exempted by incomprehensible magical tax deals.

A policy of doubling fuel prices within ten years will underline the
importance of fuel economy and fuel strategy. On its own it would be
massively regressive — poor people could not afford it. However, a
countervailing UBI system can ensure that it is progressive rather than
regressive.

8 Final Footnote for Radical Greenstatters: ‘Sliced Bread’ (9 April 2022), the BBC’s
fact-checking programme ‘on ad-hyped products and trending fads’ examined the
case for electric vehicles. Using ‘Never been done before’ (the manufacturers
admitted) road tests, electric per-mile running costs are about 10p less than on the
equivalent petrol vehicle. However, the capitalised carbon footprint from
manufacture is twice as large and the financial capital cost ratio is 2.5:1. It takes
300,000 miles to recoup the extra financial cost (£30,000), and 60,000 miles to
recoup the extra carbon cost. If electricity prices go up, these figures will increase.
Additionally, of electricity used by cars, 45% uses oil in its manufacture, which is
often overlooked. “Experts” estimated 50,000 miles as the tip-over point, not
300,000. (This is based upon purchasing new, which is recommended for electric
cars because technological progress is so rapid. However, for petrol cars it is often
best not to buy from new, so real-life figures are likely to be bigger than cited here.)

‘White Bread’ (9 April 2022) How green is switching to an electric car? Available at:
https:/ /www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m00162yr (Accessed: 10 April 2022).
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Conclusion: Questions for Radstat
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Commandment 18: Abowve all, in statistics and in taxation,
“justice and simplicity” shall be thy watchwords

Numbers, Equivalences, Power:
Commandments for Fiscal and Statistical Literacy
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Thanks to David Lamb, Wilkam Shakespeare, Wikipedio and others for useful sugsestions, and to you,
Comrades, for kstening!

| look forward to hearing your comments.

JOHN BEBY JohnbiboyjonndboyGgmal.com

18

This whistlestop tour has considered many issues and raised many
questions. I hope that some of these will be uncomfortable enough to

provoke responses.

In conclusion, I wish just to leave a final commandment and a few

further questions:

1. Is taxation an area that Radstats has left untouched for too long?

2. Is there scope for a radical tax textbook?

3. How can the links between statistical and fiscal literacy be

enhanced, and how can the oppressions of the current systems be

reduced?

Commandment 18: Above all, in statistics and in taxation,

“justice and simplicity” shall be thy watchwords.
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Poverty, inequality and

extractive capitalism

Stewart LANSLEY

Are poverty and inequality separate issues determined by different
factors? Can low levels of poverty co-exist with high levels of inequality?
The answers to these questions are critical to the anti-poverty agenda.
For most of the last 200 years, these key measures of social fragility
have been viewed as separate conditions, with anti-poverty policy
focussed on raising the income floor, largely ignoring what has been
happening at the top.

Britain’s high inequality, high poverty cycle

Since the birth of industrial capitalism, rates of (relative) poverty and
inequality have moved in line, creating a 200-year long inequality,
poverty cycle. Just as your chance of being in poverty depends on where
you are born - by country and region - the risk of being poor in the UK
has been an accident of timing.

There have been three waves to this cycle. The first — an extreme
inequality, high poverty wave - lasted close to a century and a half, only
finally drawing to an end with the outbreak of war in 1939. There then
followed a more forgiving wave, one that saw a narrowing of Britain’s
yawning divide and a fall in poverty down to an historic low. The
breaking of this cycle was in part the product of the impact of war, but
also the result of egalitarian thinkers finally winning the long battle of
ideas. The multiple reforms from 1945 contributed to the historic
achievement, in the late 1970s, of both peak equality and a low point
for poverty.

While this egalitarian high water mark was a seminal moment in social
history it was short-lived. Over the next 45 years, the gap in income,
wealth and opportunities widened sharply while poverty levels surged
(chart 1).When it comes to equality, the 1970s is the best Britain has
been able to achieve. This period — the ‘great narrowing’ - then gave way
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to a second prolonged wave of high inequality and poverty that has so
far lasted around four decades, and shows no sign of abating!.

Chart 1: Trends in poverty and inequality, 1977-2020
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Poverty is relative poverty (measured as the proportion of individuals in
households falling below 60% of median net household income) after
housing costs.

The Gini coefficient is a summary measure of inequality where O is
complete equality and 1 complete inequality.

The two high inequality, high poverty waves have a number of features
in common, if at different levels of intensity. In both periods, poverty
has effectively been normalised — something we have to live with, while
inequality has been seen as natural and necessary for economic dyna-
mism. In both periods, the political response to high levels of depriva-
tion and social scarcity has been more anti-poor than anti-poverty.

Over the last 40 years, governments have largely ignored the way new
economic and social shocks have impoverished large sections of society.
During the 1980s, Mrs Thatcher banned ministers and officials from
using the ‘poverty’ word, while the ‘blame-the-poor™ philosophy of the
nineteenth century has gradually returned. Since 2010, ministers have
claimed, poverty has had little to do with a lack of decently paid, secure
jobs, deteriorating housing opportunities, rising insecurity and a mean
and patchy benefit system, but has been largely self-inflicted, thus con-
veniently absolving the state from responsibility to tackle it. For claim-
ants, the emphasis has been on shaming and coercion. In the middle
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years of that decade, more than 5 million state sanctions, or fines, were
imposed on benefit claimants2. Parts of the media have led a sustained
campaign against the benefit system and those who depend on it. The
food poverty debate, claimed The Daily Mail, is ‘fuelled by questionable
and inflammatory statistics 3. In many ways anti-poverty policy today is
shaped more by the principles of the nineteenth century Poor Law than
those of universalism and entitlement at the heart of the post-war re-
forms.

While the business cycle, a pattern of economic expansion and contrac-
tion has tended to last for periods of around a decade, the high inequal-
ity-poverty cycle has proved much more enduring. Unlike the ‘boom
and bust’ cycle which is common to most economic systems, the ine-
quality-poverty cycle is neither natural, nor universal. It is an artifact
determined by the pattern and distribution of the structures of power.

Levels of poverty and inequality are ultimately rooted in the way the
‘distribution question™ - of how the ‘cake is cut’ - is resolved. As the
Swedish economist Per Molander has put it, ‘Without an active
distribution policy, society moves relentlessly toward the inequality
limit [where a small group control the entire economic surplus].” 4 How
the cake is shared has been the outcome of the political and economic
power games that play out in company boardrooms, plush City offices
and the corridors of Whitehall, and in the extent of popular resistance.
In recent decades, as in the period up to 1939, these factors have
worked in favour of an over-empowered financial and corporate elite,
often with the compliance of the state, a plutocracy that has been
unwilling to acquiesce to anything other than a token erosion of its
muscle, privileges and wealth. Apart from the post-1945 decades, a
significant section of society has had to make do with the proportion of
the proceeds of economic activity consistent with the needs of capital
and wider political expediency and the self-interest of the wealthiest
classes.

Britain has allowed an in- built political and economic bias to inequal-
ity. Governments have presided over an increasingly limited degree of
social protection, with many of the costs of social and economic change
steadily transferred from the state and corporate sector to individuals.
The costs of upheaval, often severe, and however necessary for eco-
nomic progress, have been born most heavily by the weakest members
of society, a group which also ends up with a limited share of the
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subsequent gains. The winners from the industrial revolution were a
small group of plutocrats who used their political and economic power
to seize an excessive share of the undoubted gains from industrialisa-
tion. The same story has been repeated time and again. The Great Crash
of 1929 and the state’s response wrought years of havoc and intractable
poverty across industrial Britain. The fall-out from the rolling shocks of
the past four decades — rapid deindustrialisation, globalisation, the
2008 financial crisis, austerity and now Brexit — have, as in the pre-
1939 era, been unevenly born in a way that has deepened existing divi-
sions.

This process has been fuelled by the way those who have had the biggest
influence on the course of economic and social history — the political
classes, business elites, and mainstream thinkers - have mostly taken
the view that poverty is a standalone issue, quite separate from the way
the gains from economic and social progress are shared. They have
simply dismissed or ignored the link between inequality and poverty.

The impact of inequality can be seen by comparing the incomes of the
poorest across countries in roughly similar economic positions. The
poorest fifth of Britons are today much poorer than their counterparts
in other, more equal nations (chart 2). Germany’s poorest, for example,
are a third better off than those in Britain.

Chart 2: Ratio of average incomes of poorest fifth compared with
Britain, 2018, Britain=1
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Calculated from OECD, Better Life Index, 2018. Incomes across countries have
been adjusted to allow for differences in purchasing power.
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Extractive capitalism

At the heart of the high inequality/poverty cycle has been a process of
‘economic extraction’. Such extraction occurs when a small elite of cap-
ital owners has been able to use its power to secure an excessive slice
of the economic cake using business practices that have reverberated
across society, affecting wages, working conditions, livelihoods, and
community resilience.

These leveraged gains have been the primary source of the immense
personal fortunes accumulated during the last 200 years. During the
Victorian age, a ‘collective monopoly power’ ensured that the gains from
rapid industrialisation were colonised by landowners and the new
financial and merchant classes. This ‘power” was used to keep wages
low, rents high and to prevent state intervention to provide a more even
sharing of the expanding cake. The dangers of extraction were
recognised by the leading classical economists of the time. The patron
saint of economics, Adam Smith, in his immensely influential 1776
work The Wealth of Nations, warned that scarcity and the private
ownership of land enabled landlords ‘to reap where they never sowed,
and demand a rent even for its natural produce.” Another leading
economist, David Ricardo, - a landlord himself - was highly critical of
the surplus ‘rent’ over and above productive effort — ‘money for nothing’
- demanded by landlords.5

Extractive activity was widespread during the industrial revolution, no-
tably through the treatment of the workforce, became less prevalent
post-1945, but then returned in multiple forms from the closing dec-
ades of the twentieth century. Such extraction, a kind of private tax on
the industry of others, reduces the resources available for wages, in-
vestment and innovation. In the nineteenth century, critics drew a clear
distinction between productive and unproductive activity. The critic of
orthodox economics, J.A. Hobson, distinguished between ‘property’ and
‘improperty’, while the historian and social reformer RH Tawney called
assets used simply to extract payments from others, and not to perform
a positive role, ‘property without function’.6

Gradually, ever more sophisticated, obscure and unproductive methods
were invented by business leaders to build excessive returns, not
through innovation and competitive edge but by market manipulation,
without the risks of traditional entrepreneurialism. The American econ-
omist Thorstein Veblen described these new extractive devices as mar-
ket ‘sabotage’.
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Such extractive devises have become an enduring feature of some mod-
els of capitalism, with significant consequences for both wider life
chances and economic strength. Although other factors have been at
work, from the greater global mobility of capital and labour to the im-
pact of new technology in industry, extraction has been a primary
source of today’s deep-seated inequality bias and spreading impover-
ishment.

Contemporary examples of extraction - which reduce the resources
available for wages, investment and innovation - include the rigging of
financial markets, the manipulation of corporate balance sheets and the
skimming of returns from financial transactions, a process City traders
like to call ‘the croupier’s take’. Under extraction, the boost to profita-
bility and rising corporate surpluses of recent times have been used to
reward executives and investors rather than boost corporate durability
and productivity. FTSE 100 companies generated net profits of £551
billion and returned £442 billion of this to shareholders in the four years
from 2014, leaving much less for wages and private investment.

Far from delivering the promised market revolution, the consolidation
of power amongst City financiers and corporate bosses has driven a rise
in market concentration through monopolistic and anti-competitive
behaviour. Large parts of the economy are both narrowly owned and
controlled by a handful of companies through variations on Veblen’s
‘market sabotage™. It has been the often ruthless destruction of rivals
that has given the mostly young, geek tech founders membership of the
global multi-billionaire ‘three commas’ club. Google has bought 234
companies, while Facebook built what founder Mark Zuckerberg called
a ‘moat around itself’ through the acquisition of competitors. While the
big supermarkets have huge power over small suppliers and farmers,
Amazon exerts immense muscle over authors, publishers and
independent bookshops.

The post-millennium boom in private equity takeovers of public compa-
nies (registered on the stock market), from the AA to Morrisons, has
brought outsized returns at the expense of the long term viability of
companies. Many retail names - from Top Shop to Debenhams — used
as cash cows for their takeover owners, have failed to survive the asset
extraction involved. Today many key public services, including adult
and child care and fostering, once carried out mostly by public agencies,
are run by private equity companies whose owners demand excessive
returns that squeeze the quality of service provided.

A problem of riches
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In a return to a version, if weaker, of the broad social and economic
philosophy of the Victorian era with its extreme gaps between top and
bottom, the post-1980s saw the launch of a largely state-initiated
experiment in high inequality capitalism. This move was driven by an
ideology promoted by a small group of small-state, pro-market New
Right thinkers who claimed that Britain’s egalitarianism had gone too
far. For them, poverty was an essentially absolute condition and an
individualist rather than a structural problem, while a rise in rewards
at the top along with wider differentials and higher profits were seen as
necessary conditions for faster economic progress. As Sir Keith Joseph,
a key adviser to Mrs Thatcher, put it, bluntly, in 1976. ‘The pursuit of
income equality will turn this country into a totalitarian slum.’”

This claim got a considerable boost from the mainstream American
economist Arthur Okun who argued that, whatever the morality of a
widening gap, you could have more equality or a bigger cake but not
both.8 This ‘equity-efficiency trade-off’ theory became a key tenet of
mainstream economic thinking. It has been taught in universities and
business schools, promoted in boardrooms and parts of Whitehall and
enacted by political leaders, with the distribution question marginalised
in state policy making. ‘Of the tendencies that are harmful to sound
economics’, wrote Robert E. Lucas, the Chicago-based economist and
one of the high priests of the post-1980s pro-market revolution in 2003,
‘the most poisonous is to focus on questions of distribution.”

All societies need to justify their inequalities, and a long line of social
reformers have challenged the trade-off theory. For them tackling pov-
erty requires tackling inequality, with the process of fortune accumula-
tion at the top too often coming at the expense of wider living standards
and opportunities. As the prominent social thinker, art critic and
philanthropist John Ruskin argued in 1860, ‘The art of making yourself
rich is equally and necessarily the art of keeping your neighbour poor’.10
The student of poverty needs to start ‘much higher up the stream than
the point he wishes to reach’ declared the eminent historian and egali-
tarian R.H. Tawney in 1913: ‘What thoughtful people call the problem
of poverty, thoughtful poor people call with equal justice, a problem of
riches’.11

We now have the evidence of the real-life experiment in inequality. This
shows that the pro-inequality doctrine has turned out to be a classic
case of what the seventeenth-century philosopher Francis Bacon called
‘wishful science’. Instead of the promised economic renaissance, Britain
— along with a number of other, mostly Anglophone nations wedded to
the 1980s’ political counter-revolution — the widening gap has delivered
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a second ‘gilded age” for the few, but via a destructive trail of greater
economic turbulence and social fragility while contributing to Britain’s
low-growth, low-productivity, low-wage economy, and a further upward
twist in the long high poverty, high inequality cycle.1! Ruskin and Taw-
ney have been proved right and Joseph and Lucas wrong.

UK private wealth holdings are worth around £15 trillion, nearly seven
times the size of the economy, up from three times half a century ago,
and close to the ratio of the late Victorian years ( chart 3 ) . These
holdings are much more heavily concentrated at the top than in the
case of incomes and are a primary driver of today’s institutionalised
inequality.12 This is because the considerable returns from ownership
(through profits, rents and dividends) accrue disproportionately to the
already rich. One of the best summary measures of inequality - the
Palma ratio - stands at around 10 for wealth, with the top tenth holding
a remarkable ten times more wealth in aggregate than the bottom 40
per cent.13 As with incomes, it is difficult to see how this level of
concentration can be justified, economically, ethically or socially.

Chart 3: Private wealth as share of the economy
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Source: F. Alvarado, L. Chancel, T. Piketty, E. Saez and G. Zucman, The World
Inequality Report, 2018, World Inequality Lab, 2018, fig E6.

Many indicators of progress have gone into reverse, creating a society
where extreme affluence sits alongside severe social scarcity. Modern
Britain hosts more food banks than branches of Greggs. The long rise
in life expectancy has stalled over the last decade and has been falling
in some deprived communities.14 Political alienation has soared, with a
rising gap between the electoral turnout of the richest and poorest
groups.’®> The 1970s’ dictum from the influential economist Fred
Hirsch that ‘So long as material privation is widespread, conquest of
material scarcity is the dominant concern’ has been discarded.!”

43



Issue 133 Poverty, Inequality and Extractive Capitalism

An important implication of the growing concentration of wealth and
income at the top has been the return of a form of luxury capitalism -
similar to that of the late nineteenth century - with the pattern of
economic activity skewed in favour of the demands of an increasingly
sybaritic super- rich class.1®8 Scarce resources have been used for grand
fortress developments, super-yachts, more private airports and even
mini-submarines. The withdrawal of the state from meeting housing
need and the narrow market interests of a highly profitable
housebuilding industry have squeezed housing opportunities,
especially for the young. In London and other conurbations, scarce
land, that could have been used to tackle a growing housing crisis, has
been used to build a mass of expensive and exclusive houses and flats,
many, including those in super-prime areas of London and other urban
areas, bought for speculative purposes by the global super-rich and left
empty for most of the year.

While Britain has badly under-invested in children’s services, in young
adult training and in social care, one in three new cars bought in inner
London in 2020 were SUVs, one of the largest contributors to the rise
in global carbon emissions. Luxury capitalism is a principal driver of
global warming. The richest tenth of the global population emitted
48% - and the top 1% 17% - of all global emissions in 2019, while
the poorest half of the global population emitted 12%.19 A tenth of
all flights from France in 2019 were on private jets. The superyacht is
one of highest polluting assets, while Jeff Bezos’s 11-minute space
flight was ‘responsible for more carbon per passenger than the lifetime
emissions of any one of the world’s poorest billion people’.20

There have been a long stream of warnings of the dangers of the special
privileges and entitlements demanded by elite classes. Adam Smith
warned of the consequences of the love of quick money by ‘the prodi-
gals’.2l In 1900, the New York Postissued a stark warning of the impact
of the heavy concentration of wealth, and the immense power that came
with it. ‘Discontented multimillionaires’, the newspaper editorial ar-
gued, form the ‘greatest risk’ to ‘every republic’. They are, it continued,
‘very rarely, if ever, content with a position of equality’.

The pioneers of economics also drew an important distinction between
wealth creation that can contribute to the common good, and wealth
extraction that merely serves the interests of a powerful few at the ex-
pense of weaker members of society. ‘The efforts of men are utilized in
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two different ways’, declared the influential Italian economist Wilfredo
Pareto in 1896. ‘They are directed to the production or transformation
of economic goods, or else to the appropriation of goods produced by
others.?2 Such ‘appropriation’ or ‘extraction™ benefits those who ‘have’
rather than ‘do’, and can also ‘crowd out™ more productive activity that
offers greater social value.

The key lesson from the post-war years was the construction of a set of
new pro-equality measures. These included a free health system, a
firmer income floor, universal family allowances (later child benefit), a
progressive tax system that bore most heavily on those with the
broadest shoulders, and a new, if shallow, pact with business to accept
greater social responsibility and more moderate personal rewards. That
Britain stands at the summit of global inequality tables is the product
of the gradual weakening of these measures, the erosion of consensus
and the tearing up of the business pact.

To reverse the trends of the last four decades, the egalitarian goals of
post-1945 need to be re-embraced with a set of pro-equality measures
for modern times that raise the income and wealth floor but also lower
the ceiling. A more generous and secure basic income ifinanced by a
more progressive tax system along with the steady rebuilding of the so-
cial state would help raise the floor, while reforms to tackle widespread
corporate appropriation and financial extraction would help strengthen
the economy for all while lowering the ceiling. To narrow the wealth gap,
part of Britain’s towering private wealth mountain -much of it unearned
- should be harnessed for the common good, with all given a stake in
economic progress through a citizen’s owned wealth fund. In this, the
80th anniversary of William Beveridge’s 1942 blueprint for social reform,
breaking the intertwined poverty and inequality cycle should be a cen-
tral test of the growing calls for a better society.
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Stewart Lansley is the author of The Richer, The Poorer, How Britain
Enriched the Few and Failed the Poor, a 200 year history (Bristol
University Press). He is a visiting fellow at the University of Bristol, a
Council member of the Progressive Economy Forum and a fellow of the
Academy of Social Sciences.
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LETTER TO THE LANCET
Dear Sir
The calculated Q in QALY is Nonsense

The Q is calculated from a survey where respondents are asked to rate
five different dimensions of health (mobility, self-care, usual activities,
pain/ discomfort and anxiety/depression) either at three levels (no
problems, some problems, extreme problems) constituting the EQSD-
3L or five levels (no problems, slight problems, moderate problems,
severe problems, extreme problems /unable to) constituting the EQSD-
SL.

Over the last 5-10years, EUROQOL groups have obtained ratings from
about 20 country samples of respondents — usually about 1,000 — are
then averaged to provide a ‘value’ for each of the five Dimensions. The
word value has been put in inverted commas because the five levels do
not constitute a cardinal number — they are an ordinal scale; it is strictly
meaningless to average ordinal numbers. The Q is therefore also
meaningless.

Yours sincerely

Roy CARR-HILL
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Issue 131 Subscriptions and Donations

Subscriptions and Donations

Radical Statistics is entirely non-profit making and relies on
subscribers and donations.

Please @ subscribe or make a donation by going to
www.radstats.org.uk/membership/ where you can pay by PayPal, or
download a standing order.

Completed standing orders or cheques should be sent to

Radical Statistics, 27 /2 Hillside Crescent, Edinburgh EH7 SEF.

Radstats operates on a tiny annual budget. The journal is made free
online and we offer generous subsidies for print copies and conference
entry to students and those on low income.

Donations of any amount will be gratefully accepted, especially on an
ongoing basis. If you are making or reviewing a will for yourself or a
loved one, please consider remembering Radstats.

General Membership with print subscription is £35 per year

(£10 for low income).

Membership with online subscription is free for students.
Libraries & organisational subscription are £35.

Cheques should be made payable to Radical Statistics.
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https://www.radstats.org.uk /radical-statistics-editors-page.
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