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SUMMARY

THIS ESSAY IS part of a wider series examining the weakness of the UK’s political system
and the consequences for the country’s economic and social future.

Its central argument is that British politics now operates in the widening gap between
promise and delivery. Politicians still perform the rituals of democratic control — speeches,
pledges, slogans, legislation and leadership contests — but the machinery they claim to direct
no longer works. The UK faces weak growth, rising welfare costs, a permanent need to
satisfy the gilt markets, and public services that consume ever more money while struggling
to deliver what voters have been promised. At the same time, the electorate is becoming
more polarised, less patient and less willing to believe that conventional politicians can solve
the country’s accumulating problems.

The essay asks whether this is merely a failure of the current political class, or whether
the problem is deeper. It explores the possibility that many of the state’s problems have
moved beyond the practical ability of politicians to correct through ordinary political perfor-
mance. The question is not only whether ministers are competent, but whether the
machinery they inherit still has the capacity, authority and coherence to act decisively.

In that sense, the essay extends the argument of Goodbye Trust. The book argued that
public trust in institutions has been eroded by incompetence, conceit and a widening gulf
between institutional behaviour and public expectation. This series takes that argument
further, focusing on the interaction between politics, economics and social strain in the UK. It
asks what happens when distrust is no longer just a mood, but becomes a governing condi-
tion: when promises are no longer believed, delivery repeatedly fails, and the gap between
national problems and political capacity becomes impossible to disguise.

INTRODUCTION

This is not another lament about the sorry state of Britain, another reheated version of the
familiar claim that the country is broken. That mood is everywhere now. It would be hard to
argue that Britain has not normalised the expectation of decline. The slow lowering of stan-
dards. The steady replacement of ambition with process. The creeping sense that institutions
cannot do what they say they will do, and sometimes no longer know how or care.

Most countries can tolerate high degrees of mediocrity. People adapt. Services fray, but
life goes on. Politics becomes theatre, but the bins are collected, most of the time, unless you
are in Birmingham. The currency drifts. The national debt expands. Yet supermarkets are still
stocked, salaries are still paid, but their value diminishes. The system feels tired, but it still
functions. That is what makes long decline so easy to live with. It is not dramatic. It does not
announce itself. It becomes background noise.

This ability for the state to keep bumbling on is perfectly captured by Adam Smith, who
said: ‘Be assured, my young friend, that there is a great deal of ruin in a nation.” Smith
believed that despite ‘the extravagance of government, and of the greatest errors of adminis-
tration’, the endeavours of the populace are enough to maintain a country’s stability. I
wonder what he would have made about the UK’s condition in 2026?

Imagine a week that is not dystopian, not apocalyptic, just recognisably ordinary.
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The government is wobbling again, not in a grand constitutional sense, but in the
everyday way that Britain now wobbles. There is another reshuffle rumour, another briefing
war, another sense that policy has become a series of temporary positions rather than durable
commitments. Markets are nervous, not panicking, but watching. Whitehall is floundering,
not because everybody is lazy or stupid, just some of them, but because the government
machine is inefficient, risk-averse, procedurally trapped, and increasingly unsure what it is
supposed or allowed to do. The opposition is fractured, struggling to present itself as an
alternative rather than a mirror of the same decay. The public is tired, not mobilised. A
scandal has enveloped one or more figures from the elite, and the arguments that follow feel
like rituals, not reckoning.

This all sounds horribly familiar, a continuation of the slow boil. The populace, like frogs
in the pot, adjust to rising the temperature. Then one morning, the normal assumptions are
briefly suspended.

Sterling lurches. Bond yields jump. A debt auction goes badly, then another goes badly.
The language changes. Commentators begin to use phrases they have not used for a genera-
tion in relation to an established democracy. Investors start pricing something that has been
absent from British life for decades, not as a historical memory but as a live variable —
catastrophic political risk. Britain already pays a ‘moron premium’ on its borrowing that is
heading north fast but this is altogether different this is not business as usual.

And you feel it immediately, because this is not abstract. It hits consumers as increased
borrowing costs, falling pension valuations and the pricing of mortgages. Suddenly, you
discover what you had always suspected, that much of the noise of modern politics, the
endless policy debates and the daily intrigue, was sitting on top of financial foundations that
were more fragile than anyone wanted to admit. In that moment, the broken-Britain question
becomes almost boring.

What would collapse look like if it came, and how would a society cross the line between
tolerable dysfunction and forced adjustment?

Broken-Britain commentary describes a feeling. Collapse analysis describes a transition. It
is the shift from a system that can absorb shocks through small compromises, quiet post-
ponements, and the constant invention of workarounds, to a system that cannot. When the
margins are gone, the compromises stop working. The papering over the cracks is not
enough; the necessary adjustment becomes inelastic.

The framing question for this essay is simple. Are we simply drifting, or are we nearing
discontinuity?

The essay tackles this question in four steps. First the status quo of elastic drift: institu-
tions underperform, but the system absorbs it. Then come micro-cracks: the visible failures
and legitimacy leaks that spread beneath the surface. Third is the yield trigger: the moment a
key constraint bites and the buffer runs out (often via markets, sometimes via courts or
administration). Finally comes inelastic adjustment: choices that were optional yesterday
become compulsory today.

The point is not to predict a specific crash date. That is not possible in any serious sense,
and to attempt it creates either false confidence or theatrical doom. The point is to make the
mechanisms intelligible, so that the word ‘collapse’ stops being melodrama and becomes
something concrete, something that can be understood.

Collapse in a country like Britain is unlikely to be a cinematic event. It is not tanks in the
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streets. It is not a single day when everything stops. It looks more like a shift in what
everyone is forced to accept.

It's when the state is no longer able to do basic things reliably, not because it has no
money, but because it has lost authority. It looks like the financial system forcing choices that
politicians tried to postpone, and forcing them in public, under pressure, with no room for
the usual choreography.

It looks like a public mood that switches from resignation to volatility, when people
realise that decline was not just an atmosphere but a constraint that will now touch their
lives, day in day out.

It looks like the institutions entering open conflict, legal, administrative, and political,
each acting according to its own logic and self-interest, each claiming legitimacy, but none
able to impose a coherent direction.

In other words, it looks like the realisation that ‘broken” means broken. Not a rhetorical
flourish, but a practical description of a state that is not magically about to recover, that
admits it cannot deliver, cannot borrow its way out of trouble, and cannot restore trust by
announcing yet another plan.

STRUCTURAL DRIFT

This section is not about daily headlines. It is about the slow erosion underneath them.

The argument is not that Britain is uniquely incompetent, or that this is the fault of one
party. It is that Britain, like much of the West, has entered a zone where promises exceed
capacity, and where the political system’s default response to failure is not correction but
further complexity. Systems learn to protect themselves, not to work.

The fiscal trap

Britain has the classic features of a mature welfare state that has drifted into a fiscal trap. The
debt stock is already measured in trillions (around £2.6tn), and in 2023, just under 10% of
total UK government spending went on debt interest and repayments. A large share of
spending is structurally demand-led: health, pensions, working-age welfare, disability, social
care, and a widening perimeter of obligations that behave like entitlements.

Nor is this purely a story about the country’s ageing population. Between 2013/14 and
2023/24, disability prevalence among working-age adults rose from 16% to 24%, unlike the
rate of those of State Pension age that remained broadly stable. That suggests a growing
share of fiscal pressure is being generated within the working-age population itself, not only
by demographic change.

The Health Foundation’s 2026 analysis of healthy life expectancy makes the same point in
starker form. Healthy life expectancy in the UK has fallen by about two years over the past
decade, to roughly 61 for both men and women. In more than 90% of local areas, it is now
below the state pension age of 66. That is not just a health statistic. It is a fiscal warning. The
state is expecting people to work longer, pay more tax and rely less on welfare, while poor
health is arriving before retirement across most of the country.

The tax burden is historically high and economically distortive, yet still insufficient to buy
stability and performance. And crucially, growth is weak or non-existent, which means the

3



DICK STROUD

usual escape route, ‘we’ll grow our way out’, starts to look like a slogan rather than a plan.
UK inflation is significantly higher than in France and Germany.

The trap is not that Britain is about to ‘run out of money’. A sovereign state with its own
currency can always print. The trap is that printing is a form of taxation through inflation
and currency weakness, and once investors believe you are drifting towards that path, they
increase the premium on your borrowing rate.

So fiscal fragility is not just a spreadsheet problem. It is a confidence problem. It is a belief
about whether the political system can make hard trade-offs without panicking, cheating, or
changing the rules mid-stream. That belief interacts with politics. If the public expects
constant failure, it becomes less willing to accept restraint. If investors expect constant insta-
bility, they charge for the luxury.

The fiscal trap matters for the collapse question because it narrows the range of easy
options until the state stops functioning.

Productivity and growth malaise

The next ingredient is the growth problem, not in the sense of one bad year, but in the sense
of a long period in which weak investment, cumbersome regulatory burdens, and decaying
infrastructure dampen dynamism, and the labour market becomes simultaneously tight in
some places and brittle in others.

In that world, stagnation becomes self-reinforcing. The state leans more heavily on redis-
tribution because it cannot generate enough new wealth. Businesses invest less because they
expect low returns and high friction. Voters become angrier because the bargain of liberal
democracy with secure living standards stops being true.

This is where political mood changes. In a recent Ipsos survey commissioned by Andy
Haldane, almost three-quarters said the UK political system needs improvement and almost
half favoured radical change; only a fifth still valued previous experience in office. At that
point, anti-incumbency becomes rational. The appetite for radical rule changes grows, even if
people disagree on what the new rules should be.

Market constraint

Modern Britain is not a closed system: the difference from the 1970s is less in whether
markets constrain than in how quickly they do. Today, gilt yields and sterling valuations
signal political credibility in real time.

That is why leadership crises can acquire a financial dimension very fast. We have a
recent illustration of the logic. During the February 2026 Labour leadership turmoil,
Starmer’s allies warned MPs that a challenge could ‘wreak havoc’ and risk a Truss-style
shock. Sterling suffered its worst one-day fall against the dollar since September; a market
measure of investor concern (the spread between 10-year and two-year borrowing costs) hit
its highest level since 2018; and investors pointed to debt issuance already running at more
than £300bn a year. The point is not that markets are always right. The point is that markets
are sensitive, and political actors now think in those terms.

When a bond manager says a new leadership choosing fiscal expansion would make the
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gilt market ‘throw a wobbly” and make sterling likely to fall too, that is not ideology. It is a
description of how fast the feedback loop works.

The market constraint matters for the collapse question because it creates a yield trigger: a
point where small political shifts produce disproportionate financial reactions, which then
force political reactions, and so on.

This is not ‘markets rule democracy’. It is simply that democracies which require constant
borrowing operate inside a confidence system. If confidence breaks, political options narrow,
and mistakes are punished.

The stakeholder and managerial state

The final ingredient is the most important for this essay, because it explains why the system
feels hollow.

The public sense that government cannot deliver is not just cynicism. It has structural
roots. Authority has diffused, and the state has grown while simultaneously weakening its
own ability to act.

The “stakeholder state” argument describes power shifting away from voters and elected
leaders towards an ecosystem of campaign groups, regulators, lawyers, quangos, consul-
tants, and professional ‘stakeholders’” who can slow, shape, or stop action, often without
bearing responsibility for outcomes. As Paul Ovenden put it, ‘consultations and reviews’
become ‘the sacred texts’ of this state. The point is not to demonise all stakeholders; some
exist for good reasons. The point is that, in aggregate, the system produces a machine of
government that doesn’t work.

Delay becomes the default outcome. Everything becomes consultation, review, impact
assessment, process. Not because anyone chose paralysis as a policy, but because the system
rewards avoidance of risk more than achievement of outcomes. Cost inflation becomes struc-
tural. The same task costs more because it carries more ‘surface area’: more compliance, more
litigation risk, more sign-offs, more stakeholder engagement. Responsibility becomes
untraceable. When failure happens, no one is in charge. Or rather, everyone is in charge of a
small piece, and nobody can be held responsible for the whole.

This is not abstract. It is visible even in the state’s own self-renovation. The long-delayed West-
minster refurbishment has produced “fully costed” scenarios ranging from £11bn to £39bn, along-
side a blizzard of ‘requirements’ beyond basic safety and function. The symbolism is almost too
neat: a state unable to renovate its own legislature without it becoming a monument to process.

The other laughing stock of Britain’s inability to ‘do things’ is the high-speed rail link. It's
estimated that HS2 costs at about £200m per kilometre, versus roughly £32m per kilometre in
continental Europe, blaming the complexity of environmental studies and stakeholder
consents. More than a decade after its launch, the bill has topped £100bn and the project has
been repeatedly cut back.

An even more bizarre example is the Lower Thames Crossing. Britain Remade says the
planning application alone cost £267m and ran to 60,000 pages. The Jubilee Line extension
environmental statement in the 1970s ran to fewer than 400 pages. That is not a small shift. It
is a different administrative regime, one where the state can spend years and fortunes before
the first shovel hits the ground.
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The NHS’s ‘National Patient System’ (the National Programme for IT) was sold to the
public as a digital leap forward; it was later dismantled after years of delay and costs close to
£10bn. In 2026 the NHS still operates on multiple systems.

The plans to build a road tunnel to avoid driving past Stonehenge was officially scrapped
in early 2026 after over 10 years of planning, with preparatory costs reaching approximately
£180 million.

This stakeholder /managerial architecture feeds all three reinforcing loops. It undermines
market credibility because investors discount grand plans when delivery is consistently slow
and over budget. It drains political legitimacy because voters watch announcements turn
into process and excuses. And it hollows out administrative capacity because talent is pulled
into compliance, consultation and risk management rather than execution.

Politically, the result is a familiar sensation. Ministers pull levers and nothing happens.
Governments arrive promising change and leave having managed drift.

Now add one more distortion, quieter but corrosive. The concerns and desires of the
public, as witnessed in opinion polls, are rarely reflected in the day-to-day discourse of the
political and administrative system. When they are acknowledged, they are often reframed
as a messaging failure rather than a governing failure.

Immigration is perhaps the best-known example. Concerns about scale, pace, cultural
change, pressure on housing and services, and the feeling of loss of control are treated as
something to ‘communicate better’, with a parallel focus on stamping out ‘disinformation’.

Finally, the example of house building. This phrase captures the nonsense of the situation
— a government that promised to build a new generation of housing can end up ‘spending
time and money lobbying itself’ to water down those commitments through its own quan-
gos. You can call this an elite habit; I think idiocy is a better word. The point is simpler: too
many people in positions of institutional control behave as if they know better, even when
they repeatedly fail.

If people believe their priorities are being managed rather than addressed, politics
becomes theatre. If politics becomes theatre, anger searches for outlets. If legitimacy erodes,
markets become jumpy because they see a system less able to make hard decisions and stick
to them.

Collapse is not only financial. It is also administrative. If the state cannot implement, then
politics becomes performance. If politics becomes performance, confidence erodes. And once
confidence erodes, the system moves into the danger zone.

Being a sovereign nation prolongs but does not halt the
decline

The strongest objection to this essay is that ‘Britain is not Argentina.” The UK issues debt in
its own currency, has a floating exchange rate, and a central bank that can always act as
lender of last resort to the gilt market. Much of the debt stock is long dated, which reduces
immediate rollover risk. The tax base is broad, the institutions are old, and the country has a
record of muddling through shocks that would break weaker states. This view implies the
system can absorb drift indefinitely: inflation can do some of the adjustment, a bit of stealth
tax can do the rest, and crisis headlines never arrive.

All of that might be correct but the deeper we descend down the spiral of decay the less
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chance it is. It is also why ‘collapse’ is the wrong mental image. The risk I'm describing does
not necessarily result in an overnight state failure. Possessing a sovereign currency gives you
tools, but the tools have prices: inflation and depreciation are politically explosive; financial
repression corrodes trust; and repeated ‘temporary’ interventions teach investors and voters
to expect more of the same. Long maturities help, but they do not remove the sensitivity of a
leveraged economy to interest rates once markets demand a higher risk premium. Institu-
tional depth helps, but it does not stop legitimacy leaking when delivery repeatedly fails in
public.

As buffers thin, the country becomes easier to tip into inelastic adjustment — forced
choices made fast — and harder to steer back to a stable path. Even if the yield trigger never
arrives, living close to it changes behaviour: ministers avoid decisions, officials add process,
and markets charge more for uncertainty. That is why the risk matters.

And that brings us to the pathways that result in a discontinuity when ‘Britain is not
Argentina’ sounds like a worthless platitude.

THREE PATHWAYS TO DISCONTINUITY

What follows is scenario logic, not prophecy. The aim is to make the mechanisms legible and
the outcomes real. Drift can harden into rupture in a few identifiable ways. They may begin
separately, but almost certainly would converge.

We have had years of ‘broken Britain’ stories. They are grim, but they are the best case.
They assume the system is still elastic. It can disappoint, defer, muddle through, and still
fund itself at tolerable prices.

Discontinuity announces itself when the headlines change category. They stop
describing decline and start screaming that this is an emergency. They stop asking why
nothing works and start reporting that the old world has gone, something fundamental has
snapped.

A market-led fracture might read: ‘Bank of England launches emergency gilt backstop
after auction failure as sterling plummets; lenders pull mortgage offers overnight.’

A political break might read: ‘Prime Minister faces confidence vote and constitutional
stand-off over emergency budget; Reform demands rapid rule change as markets recoil.’

An administrative collapse might read: ‘Councils suspend statutory services and hospi-
tals move to crisis triage as spending control is lost; police warn they cannot guarantee safety
on the streets.’

These are not predictions. They are the kinds of front pages you get when drift becomes
inelastic.

There are three pathways to inelastic adjustment that might run sequentially or in paral-
lel, but all end in a very different Britain.

Pathway A: market-led fracture

The trigger is a political event that forces a repricing of fiscal credibility. It could be a leader-
ship crisis that creates radical uncertainty, a budget that signals loosening without believable
offsets, rhetoric about rewriting rules that investors read as weakening constraints, or an
external shock that arrives while domestic politics are unstable. The event matters less than
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the signal. Markets are not scoring your moral intent. They are trying to estimate the capacity
to pay and the willingness to choose.

The mechanism is brutally simple. Gilt sell-off, sterling pressure, a central bank boxed in,
political panic, then further market pressure. A market-led fracture rarely begins as a verdict
on the country. It begins as a marginal adjustment. Investors demand slightly higher yields to
compensate for risk. The currency drifts lower. Rolling short-term borrowing becomes a little
less easy. But because the UK has large borrowing needs and the economy is highly sensitive
to interest rates, small moves propagate quickly. Mortgage pricing tightens. Corporate credit
costs jump. Pension valuations move. The government'’s fiscal headroom collapses, not as a
metaphor but as a spreadsheet update that arrives with a thud.

The public experiences this version of “collapse’ as a price tag. Within days, it appears in
payments, taxes and service cuts. Politics becomes emergency stabilisation.

This is why the ‘“Truss moment’ still hangs over Westminster. It showed the feedback loop
in operation. In September 2022, a government attempted to announce a sharp shift in its
fiscal position without a credible framework to support it, and without persuading markets
that the state had a plan to stabilise debt dynamics. The market reaction was not subtle. Ster-
ling fell, gilt yields rose sharply, and stress in the gilt market exposed fragilities in parts of
the financial system, particularly pension funds using liability-driven investment strategies
that were sensitive to rapid yield moves and margin calls. The Bank of England intervened
with temporary purchases to stabilise the market. Then the politics snapped. Measures were
reversed, the chancellor went, and the prime minister followed.

The lesson is not that any tax cut or spending increases equals a catastrophe, or that
markets are always right. The lesson is that eroding confidence has consequences and in a
leveraged, interest-rate sensitive system, the financial plumbing can turn a political
announcement into a systemic wobble. The crisis was short. The memory is long. It sits there
as proof that an advanced economy can still suffer a sudden confidence shock, and that the
penalty is paid through yields, the exchange rate, and the speed with which choices become
unavoidable. All the comforting words of the incoming Labour government weren’t able to
dent the high ‘moron premium’ the country pays to borrow compared with other advanced
countries.

Here is another sobering fact: interest rates on 30-year gilts under the Labour Govern-
ment have been running higher than during the Truss political panic.

Market-led fracture becomes political because the adjustment is inelasticc. When
borrowing costs rise fast, the government cannot buy time with a thousand small compro-
mises. It has to choose quickly. Raise taxes in a country already close to its limit. Cut
spending where large shares are protected, or demand-led. Freeze benefits or public sector
pay and trigger a legitimacy row. Cancel projects and admit the future has been mortgaged.
Each option breaks coalitions and manufactures enemies. In that moment, “policy” becomes
triage.

That is why market-led fractures often produce political reconfigurations, not just policy
tweaks. The government that promised one future becomes the government forced to admin-
ister another. In this pathway, collapse looks like a sudden narrowing. Not chaos, but the
abrupt loss of options.

The 1931 parallel is useful when viewed carefully. Britain in 1931 was on the gold stan-
dard and the state was smaller. The technical constraint was different. But the political
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dynamic is recognisable. A global shock and a domestic fiscal dilemma collided with a fragile
governing coalition. As confidence drained and pressure on sterling and reserves intensified,
the government faced a narrowing set of options. Attempts to reassure markets required
politically toxic decisions, especially spending cuts. The cabinet split. Ramsay MacDonald
then formed a National Government with opponents to carry through an emergency
programme, a decision that shattered party loyalties and reconfigured politics under stress.

The relevance is not that Britain will re-run 1931, although it might. It is that market pres-
sure, fiscal credibility, and political fragmentation can combine to force a reordering that
would have seemed unthinkable only months earlier. In a modern setting, the equivalent is
not leaving the Gold Standard; it is the state discovering, in real time and in public, that it
can no longer postpone decisions and that the price of delay is now being paid in the form of
elevated interest rates.

R. H. Tawney, the economic historian and Christian socialist, wrote that the death of the
Labour government in 1931 resulted from ‘neither murder nor misadventure but pernicious
anaemia producing general futility’. Writing in the New Statesman, David Miliband said:
‘Tawney’s argument was simple: the government did not match the needs of the time,
because it did not adapt its mindset and programme to the nature of the problems the
country faced. It faced an economic crisis but did not respond with measures in kind. It wills
the ends but not the means.” These words wonderfully describe the situation in the UK in
May 2026.

Pathway B: political break

The trigger is the political system breaking its own continuity. It can happen through leader-
ship collapse, party splintering, a populist surge, or a radical mandate for ‘rule change’ from
either right or left. The key concept is anti-incumbency. When the public believes the system
cannot deliver, experience stops being a credential and becomes evidence of complicity. In
that climate, the centre hollows out. Opposition fragments. Governments can win votes
while losing authority.

The mechanism is political discontinuity, followed by institutional confrontation, then
market reaction, then heightened volatility. The danger is not change as such. The danger is
collision. In a high-debt, low-growth, high-friction system, radical politics collides with
administrative incapacity, legal constraint, and financial sensitivity.

That collision produces confrontations that are both predictable and corrosive. Regulators
become opponents. Courts become arenas. Quangos become scapegoats. International
commitments become bargaining chips. The civil service becomes a proxy battlefield,
accused by ministers of sabotage and accused by critics of failing to implement. Citizens
experience the state not as a service provider but as a permanent argument about who is
allowed to do what and who is to blame.

The example of the AfD political party in Germany is useful because it makes the mecha-
nism visible. A party can win votes; it may be the most or second-most popular party nation-
wide and still face massive resistance from legal and administrative institutions. That is not
simply persecution; it’s the inevitable friction created when an insurgency seeks to move
faster than a system built around veto points, procedural checks, and a bureaucracy that uses
its constitutional duties to delay and disrupt.
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The same fate awaits in Britain if Reform, or any insurgent force, were to take power on a
promise of decisive rupture. Their voters would expect immediate action. Yet they would
inherit a state dense with legal barriers, devolved governments, independent institutions,
and deeply embedded processes, all with a vested interest in stopping change. Resistance
would be a mix of ideological and structural. The system is designed to slow, consult, review,
and litigate. A new government would interpret that as sabotage. The institutions can inter-
pret the government as reckless. Each side feels entitled. Conflict becomes the operating
system.

This is how political breaks slide into legitimacy crises. People who already think the
system is theatre watch it become theatre in high definition. When governments promise
control and deliver gridlock, the public does not politely update its beliefs. It becomes
volatile.

In that environment, a political break can produce governments that can win but cannot
rule. They lurch from confrontation to U-turn, from symbolic gesture to legal defeat, from
promised revolution to administrative sludge. Markets, watching the confrontation, price the
risk. Collapse, in this pathway, looks like a country trapped in permanent government
without effective governance.

Pathway C: administrative and capacity collapse

This is the least-discussed pathway, and the one most people mean when they say ‘broken
Britain” without naming the structure. The trigger is implementation failure becoming politi-
cally lethal. It can emerge from chronic inability to deliver infrastructure, repeated collapse in
core services, loss of spending control in demand-led systems, or a visible cascade of break-
downs that citizens experience personally and repeatedly.

Administrative collapse rarely arrives as a single disaster it shows up first as the state
quietly losing track of people. The rising cohort of young people not in education, employ-
ment, or Training (NEETs), is a clear example. Local authorities have a legal duty to track and
support marginally attached 16-17-year-olds, yet in some areas 10% or more are either regis-
tered as NEET or simply ‘unknown’ to the authorities — which is a polite way of saying the
system cannot even locate them. Layer on the sharp rise in youth ill-health: the share of 16—
24-year-olds reporting a condition that reduces their ability to carry out day to day activities
has almost tripled since 2008. Put together, this is social disaster with responsibilities shared
by the parents, schools, councils, employers and the benefits system; early warning signs
missed; interventions late or absent; and a growing group that experiences the state not as a
route into work but as an insurer of last resort.

The wider cohort trend points the same way. Over the past decade, disability prevalence
rose from 7% to 12% among children and from 16% to 24% among working-age adults. That
matters here because it implies that the pipeline feeding into schools, local authorities, the
labour market and the benefits system now contains a materially larger share of people with
long-term support needs than it did a decade earlier.

That is how delivery failure becomes politically lethal — not through one scandal, but
through the steady accumulation of people who drop out and then stay out but expect state
support.

The mechanism is repeated delivery failure, followed by public frustration, legitimacy
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erosion, and then non-compliance and exit. Exit can be literal, for those who can leave. More
often it is practical. People stop cooperating. They stop believing official reassurances. They
stop following rules that feel arbitrary or unenforceable. They retreat into private provision if
they can afford it. They treat the state as an unreliable actor, like an insurer that no longer
pays out.

This is how administrative collapse becomes political. Politics is not just about what
leaders say. It is about whether the system can do basic things. When it cannot, and when
that becomes normal, the public mood shifts. It moves from resignation to punitive anger.
People do not demand a coherent programme. They demand that someone ‘take control’.
That demand is rational in the short term and dangerous in the long term.

None of this requires riots in the streets. In a wealthy society, collapse is often experienced
as slow-motion rationing. Waiting lists become the ration book. Queues replace entitlement.
Rules are enforced unevenly. Those with money buy alternatives. Those without it absorb the
degradation. Inequality becomes not just about income, but about access to supposedly func-
tioning systems.

At the outer edge of the risk distribution, modern life also depends on tightly coupled
infrastructure. Supply chains are just-in-time with shops holding little buffer stock. IT
systems are integrated and brittle. When trust in the state is already low, and when capacity
is already stretched, small disruptions can cascade in non-linear ways. You do not need to
believe the worst-case civil conflict scenario to accept the underlying point. Complex systems
can fail suddenly after long periods of apparent stability, and the difference between
resilience and fragility is often invisible until it breaks.

Government IT systems are renowned for their poor quality. Just imagine the outcome
when a horde of hackers powered with the latest Al models decide to cause chaos.

Collapse, in this pathway, looks like a legitimacy crisis driven by exhaustion with non-
delivery. It is the moment when citizens stop debating ideology and become convinced of the
state’s systemic incompetence. Rather than moan about the situation, they divert their ener-
gies into finding workarounds.

The most dangerous scenario is not any one pathway on its own. It is convergence.
Britain can muddle through weak growth, mediocre services and political theatre for years,
and it can survive an isolated wobble — market, leadership, or administrative — provided it
remains contained. The danger arrives when it stops being contained.

In practice, convergence is a set of reinforcing loops. Market stress amplifies political
stress: higher yields turn priorities into triage, split coalitions, and intensify leadership
conflict. Political churn then weakens delivery: priorities change, projects stall, departments
hedge, and the machine retreats into procedure. Visible administrative weakness then rein-
forces market anxiety, because investors price credibility as well as debt.

Once these loops overlap, the system moves into a different phase. It becomes non-linear.
What looked like three separate problems becomes one problem wearing different masks.
The four-phase frame from the start of the essay becomes real: elastic drift gives way to
micro-cracks, then a yield trigger. Time stops being available as a policy instrument.

That is what “collapse’ means here. Not a single event of disorder, but the loss of options:
the point at which the state can no longer trade postponement for stability, and choices that
were negotiable on Monday become compulsory by Friday.

n






