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important controls and underestimating the remaining room for government 
manoeuvre). According to such a view, all that is open to national 
governments is to equip economic agents to be able to respond as 
positively and competitively as possible to unavoidable change, and that is 
what the Labour government is doing. With regard to the public finances, the 
emphasis continues to be on 'prudence' but Labour 'manages them better' 
and underspending and the recent decline of interest rates have created 
reserves and given the government additional freedom of action. Some 
significant differences have emerged. Gordon Brown, the Chancellor of the 
Exchequer, has found unorthodox, often imaginative and progressive, at 
times well-publicised, at times 'stealthy', ways of raising government revenue 
and has altered some of the spending priorities - also at times allegedly 'by 
stealth' - in directions responsive to social concerns, while maintaining the 
overall total .  At the same time he has divested hirnself of responsibil ity for 
monetary policy, handing over interest rate setting to the Bank of England in 
order to increase the market credibil ity of inflation control, and over the first two 
years he has supported it with a similarly tight fiscal policy. 

There has been speedy and ongoing constitutional and institutional action. 
The electoral system is being moved closer to proportional representation. 
Following plebiscites, parliamentary assernblies and regional governments 
were legislated for in Scotland and Wales and also in Northern I reland 
(where strong government initiatives opened the way to a stil l-fragile peace 
settlement). The government is more sceptical about creating autonomaus 
regions in Eng land. For London and other major metropolitan areas elected 
mayors and assernblies are envisaged , as are reforms in  the entire local 
government system that was progressively weakened by the 
Conservatives, not least because it tends to be run by elected Labour, and 
to a less extent Liberal Democrat, representatives: in April 1 999, no more 
than 14% of local authorities were controlled by the Conservatives. The 
House of Lords is being transformed into a more representative Chamber, 
the first step of the process being the exclusion of 659 of the 750 hereditary 
- and thus wholly unrepresentative - peers, who had provided the 
Conservatives with a built-in 5-1 majority. 

lmproving public front-line services is a further priority area of action . 
Numerous in itiatives are being taken to improve performance and to raise 
standards in the face of a notorious tradition of underfunding. Raising the 
quality of education at all Ieveis has been declared the number one priority. 
lf employment is considered the central way out of poverty, education is 
considered the way to employment. The Minister in charge has advised 
young people: 'Get a l ife; to get a l ife, get a job; to get a job, get an education' . 
A !arge number of projects to raise standards are already under way, some 
of them highly controversial , some of them widely welcomed , some 
radically altering, some continuing and reinforcing Conservative policy. 
Moves afoot that are intended to raise standards, overcome resource gaps 
and turn around 'failing schools' have surprised and disconcerted teachers: 
they involve profit-making companies at all Ieveis of state education .  For the 
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