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Executive summary

Through a series of in-person and online events, Forum 2029 has opened a space 
for politicians, organisers, policy experts and campaigners to come together and 
define a progressive policy platform fit for the UK in 2025 and beyond.1 

This report takes some first steps to building new consensus around a defined 
direction of travel for progressive policy in the UK, drawing on the discussions that 
emerged during this initial series of events, to outline a set of actionable, evidence-
based policy proposals across five key domains:

 Housing 

	↳ Build on the Renters’ Rights Act wins towards rent controls, increase 
inspections and enforcement of tenant rights already protected in law, and 
offer free legal advice for renters.

	↳ A major programme to build new council housing, legislating for local 
authorities to expand and protect social housing from Right-to-Buy.

	↳ Buy-back schemes enabling councils to repurchase ex-social housing and 
convert empty properties into affordable homes. 

Food, water & energy 

	↳ Public-Common Partnerships (PCPs) — democratic ownership models linking 
public and community management of utilities and land, replacing costly 
Public-Private Partnerships.

	↳ Transition to agroecological farming to reduce emissions, restore 
ecosystems, and strengthen domestic food resilience.

	↳ Public ownership and democratic control of water and energy infrastructure, 
ending profiteering and ensuring investment in sustainable utilities. 

Public services 

	↳ Nationalisation of care by bringing large private providers under public 
ownership, expanding local authority provision, and investing in community-
based long-term care centres.

	↳ Public ownership of transport, accelerating rail and bus nationalisation to 
lower fares, expand services, and achieve net-zero goals.

	↳ A move toward free local transport, beginning with universal free bus passes. 

1 	 Recordings of the first series of Forum 2029 events can be watched back on the 
Autonomy Institute’s YouTube channel. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/@the_
autonomy_institute 

https://www.youtube.com/@the_autonomy_institute
https://www.youtube.com/@the_autonomy_institute
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Media, tech & democratic reform 

	↳ Transforming the BBC into a public service mutual, governed by citizens and 
workers.

	↳ Classifying digital and media platforms as public infrastructure, ensuring 
accountability and regulation in the public interest.

	↳ Proportional representation for parliamentary elections and strict limits on 
political donations.

	↳ Reinvestment in public R&D and worker-led innovation, breaking tech 
monopolies and empowering collective innovation. 

Tax, work & incomes 

	↳ A progressive tax system, including a 2% wealth tax on assets above £10m, 
reformed Capital Gains and National Income taxes, and transparent asset 
ownership.

	↳ A Minimum Income Guarantee ensuring every citizen can meet their basic 
needs.

	↳ Commit to further reforms of the workers’ rights beyond the Employment 
Rights Act, such as single worker status, the right to switch off, and 
protections from workplace automation and surveillance

	↳ A shorter working week pilot in the public sector.



7 Elements of 
a living standards 
programme that is fit for 
purpose
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	↳ Housing as a public 
good

	↳ Public ownership of 
the basic services of 
everyday life

	↳ Fair labour market 
regulations to make 
work sustainable

	↳ Welfare system 
change in order to 
move towards a 
practical income 
floor

	↳ Media and 
democratic reform 
to enhance the 
public’s voice in 
these matters

	↳ A fair tax system 
to rebalance the 
economy

	↳ Food, water and 
energy secured 
for all households
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Introduction

The UK is faced with two crises. There is an economic crisis: most pressingly 
revealed in the soaring cost of living and in collapsing public capacity, be that as 
infrastructure or services. Closely linked, is a political crisis: the apparent failure of 
successive governments to respond to these problems or even grasp their severity.

We believe that many of the policy measures which are needed to resolve these 
crises have not only already been identified, but are currently the subject of a 
broad consensus, stretching all the way from the liberal centre to the radical left.
While activists, popular movements and campaign groups are currently involved in 
the important work of pushing the government to action, Forum 2029 has sought 
to address the question of policy. In short, it has set about pulling together the 
beginnings of a policy consensus that can resolve our present crises and transform 
the economy into one fit for the twenty-first century.

In-person and online events were held between June and September 2025, 
drawing together academics, politicians, policy experts and activists, to discuss 
the most pressing policy areas affecting the UK today. We held six initial events, 
focusing on the following topics: 

	↳ Housing

	↳ Food, water & energy

	↳ Public services

	↳ Media, tech & democratic reform

	↳ Tax, work & incomes

	↳ The UK & living standards in the Global South. 

This document reflects the consensus which emerged through these events. It 
is not intended to be comprehensive of all changes that need to be made at a 
national policy level in order to enhance living standards in the UK. Instead it is a 
resource for what can be considered the most pivotal, transformational policies 
in each of the areas we identified; these are the policies that will do the most to 
change the fabric of everyday life – and with it, politics in this country.
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Housing

	↳ The problem 
The UK housing market is broken. For many in the UK, housing has come to 
represent uncertainty, insecurity and decline. Far too much of the UK’s housing 
stock lies empty, in the hands of non-doms or absentee landlords. Growing 
numbers have entered a precarious rental market, which is characterised by poor 
quality and dangerous accommodation, lack of choice, ever-increasing rents and 
tenant insecurity. There are now 12 million private renters in England alone, and 
another 1.5 million in the devolved nations.2 This represents nearly double the 
number in the year 2000.

Year on year, the price of rents rises, while incomes continue to stagnate. In 2024, 
average UK private rents increased by 9.1%, the highest annual rise on recent 
record.3 This is more than the average median household disposable income 
has risen in the last ten years – which is around 7%.4 While, in 2024, mean 
gross income for the poorest fifth of people decreased by 3.5%. The problem of 
excessively expensive rents is compounded by the fact that most renters work in 
poorly paid, precarious positions.5

Equally, the UK’s system of public housing is no longer fit for purpose. Since the 
1980s, there has been a concerted reengineering of the UK’s housing market 
that has transformed the majority of its council housing stock into private 
accommodation – a process that has seen a large proportion of this stock go into 
the hands of private landlords. In 2025-2026, England will sell off more than eight 
times as many council homes as were constructed the previous year.6 4 in 10 
council homes sold under Right-to-Buy are now owned by private landlords.7

2 	 Generation Rent (2024). ‘Ten years of campaigning for renters’. Available at: 
https://www.generationrent.org/2024/03/26/ten-years-of-campaigning-for-renters/
3 	 ONS (2024). ‘Private rent and house prices, UK: December 2024’. 
Available at: https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices/bulletins/
privaterentandhousepricesuk/december2024
4 	 ONS (2024). ‘Average Household Income, UK:Financial Year 2024’. Available at: 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/personalandhouseholdfinances/
incomeandwealth/bulletins/householddisposableincomeandinequality/
financialyearending2024
5 	 Autonomy (2021). ‘Who are the renters?’. Available at: https://autonomy.work/
portfolio/whoaretherenters
6 	 Common Wealth (2024) ‘Restoring Council Housing After Right-to-Buy’. Available 
at: https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/restoring-council-housing-after-right-to-
buy
7 	 NEF (2024). ‘Reforming Right to Buy’. Available at: https://neweconomics.
org/2024/05/reforming-right-to-buy 

https://www.generationrent.org/2024/03/26/ten-years-of-campaigning-for-renters/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices/bulletins/privaterentandhousepricesuk/december2024
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices/bulletins/privaterentandhousepricesuk/december2024
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/personalandhouseholdfinances/incomeandwealth/bulletins/householddisposableincomeandinequality/financialyearending2024
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/personalandhouseholdfinances/incomeandwealth/bulletins/householddisposableincomeandinequality/financialyearending2024
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/personalandhouseholdfinances/incomeandwealth/bulletins/householddisposableincomeandinequality/financialyearending2024
https://autonomy.work/portfolio/whoaretherenters/#1617886400849-ba4894e9-5d25
https://autonomy.work/portfolio/whoaretherenters/#1617886400849-ba4894e9-5d25
https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/restoring-council-housing-after-right-to-buy#:~:text=Right%20To%20Buy%20Back,off%20under%20Right%20To%20Buy
https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/restoring-council-housing-after-right-to-buy#:~:text=Right%20To%20Buy%20Back,off%20under%20Right%20To%20Buy
https://neweconomics.org/2024/05/reforming-right-to-buy
https://neweconomics.org/2024/05/reforming-right-to-buy
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	↳ The way forward
This privatisation project has seen the interests of private landlords elevated 
above all else, and has been an unmitigated failure. It represents a blight on the 
record of previous governments and is a significant reason for much of the political 
discontent currently engulfing the country. For this reason, addressing it should be 
a point of priority for the current government.

The homeownership dream was never viable and has only led to increasing 
numbers of people entering a dismal private rental market, often with no prospect 
of living in decent accommodation. This situation needs to be changed rapidly so 
that integrity, fairness and security are at the centre of the UK housing market. 
To provide secure housing for the UK population will require thoughtful planning. 

We need a systemic and pragmatic approach that builds the right kinds of 
accommodation in communities across the country but also builds proper 
regulations into the rental market.

	↳ The policies we need

Fixing our broken rental system 

To fix our broken renting system, provisions contained in the government’s recent 
Renters’ Rights Act need to be implemented in full – and importantly, enforced. 
The abolition of Section 21 evictions and the beginnings of a national landlord 
register are important steps forward, but tenants need to be made aware of their 
rights, and given the tools to enforce them. Tenants should be able to readily 
access free legal advice, and expect speedy enforcement of the new protections 
they now have in law.

While rights are important, the cost of renting is still incredibly high. To build on the 
recent legislative protections, the government should explore the introduction of 
rent controls, factoring in local incomes and ensuring that no one is priced out of 
housing.8

8 	 For more information on this legislation, see Acorn et al. (2023). ‘The Renter’s 
Manifesto’. Available at: https://acorntheunion.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/The_
Renters_Manifesto_October_2023.pdf

https://acorntheunion.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/The_Renters_Manifesto_October_2023.pdf
https://acorntheunion.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/The_Renters_Manifesto_October_2023.pdf
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There is a good argument for growing the UK’s housing stock. But we need the 
right kind of housing. Focus should be given to investing in and building a new 
stock of council housing that is protected from Right-to-Buy. The government has 
taken steps in the right direction by pledging “the biggest increase in social and 
affordable housebuilding in a generation”. Social housing offers the opportunity to 
build better, more sustainable housing. But it also offers the opportunity to reduce 
housing costs to renters. Living in social housing is over 6o% more affordable than 
renting privately.
 
It should be legislated as a duty for local councils to rebuild their stock of council 
housing, and should be supported by investment from the national government.

Buy back council housing

2023 saw the Greater London Authority launch its “Right To Buy Back” scheme. 
1,500 homes were acquired in the scheme’s first year to be repurposed as council 
housing, a large number of which were homes initially sold off under the Right 
To Buy scheme.9 This benchmark of 1,500 has since been replaced by the less 
ambitious target of 1,000 per year. Instead, given our diminished council housing 
stock, targets should increase year on year by 500 homes. 
 
For financial reasons alone, extending the scheme should be a priority of housing 
policy. Converting long-term empty homes to social housing costs on average 20 
per cent below the usual cost to deliver social rent homes in many areas of the 
UK, and in some cities savings reach 55 per cent.10 Furthermore,  a NEF analysis 
found that: ‘If London’s councils acquire 10,000 homes over the next 10 years, this 
will reduce their TA costs by £1.5bn, trim government housing benefit subsidies 
by £340m, and generate additional indirect savings of £440m over the next two 
decades.’11

 
The buy back model is also more ecologically sustainable than building 
new homes. While such a model relies on refurbishing and renovating old 
accommodation, such processes are significantly less carbon intensive than 
constructing entirely new properties, not least because it can be achieved without 
using up land required to sustain biodiversity, green space and food production.12

9 	 Common Wealth (2024) ‘Restoring Council Housing After Right-to-Buy’. Available 
at: https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/restoring-council-housing-after-right-to-
buy#:~:text=Right%20To%20Buy%20Back,off%20under%20Right%20To%20Buy.
10 	 Shelter (2024). ‘Home Again’. Available at: https://england.shelter.org.uk/
professional_resources/policy_and_research/policy_library/empty_homes_10-city_plan 
11 	 NEF (2024). Buying Back Better. Available at: https://neweconomics.org/2024/03/
buying-back-better
12 	 NEF (2025). ‘Good Green Homes for All’. Available at: https://neweconomics.
org/2025/10/good-green-homes-for-all 

https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/restoring-council-housing-after-right-to-buy#:~:text=Right%20To%20Buy%20Back,off%20under%20Right%20To%20Buy
https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/restoring-council-housing-after-right-to-buy#:~:text=Right%20To%20Buy%20Back,off%20under%20Right%20To%20Buy
https://england.shelter.org.uk/professional_resources/policy_and_research/policy_library/empty_homes_10-city_plan
https://england.shelter.org.uk/professional_resources/policy_and_research/policy_library/empty_homes_10-city_plan
https://neweconomics.org/2024/03/buying-back-better
https://neweconomics.org/2024/03/buying-back-better
https://neweconomics.org/2025/10/good-green-homes-for-all
https://neweconomics.org/2025/10/good-green-homes-for-all
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	↳ Further reading
Common Wealth (2025): Restoring Council Housing After Right-to-Buy
Acorn (2023): The Renters’ Manifesto
New Economics Foundation (2024): Buying Back Better
New Economics Foundation (2024): Reforming Right-to-Buy
The Autonomy Institute (2021): Who are the renters?

https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/restoring-council-housing-after-right-to-buy#:~:text=Right%20To%20Buy%20Back,off%20under%20Right%20To%20Buy
https://acorntheunion.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/The_Renters_Manifesto_October_2023.pdf
https://neweconomics.org/2024/03/buying-back-better
https://new-economicsf.files.svdcdn.com/production/files/Right-to-Buy-final-web.pdf?dm=1715259720
https://autonomy.work/portfolio/whoaretherenters/#1617886400849-ba4894e9-5d25
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Food, water & energy

	↳ The problem
The UK faces a cost of living crisis in which the basics required to survive – food, 
water, heat – are no longer readily affordable to much of the public.

While the impacts of climate change, geopolitical destabilisation and the UK’s 
departure from the EU on the cost of living crisis are well documented, this is also 
a systems crisis: a failure to protect ourselves from price shocks and to develop or 
maintain essential infrastructure.

Perhaps most glaring are the policy failures affecting water. A campaign for water 
renationalisation has rightly gained traction in the past year, partly in response 
to the scandalous activities of water companies. Thames Water, for instance, 
was bailed out by the government and used part of this money to fund executive 
bonuses.13 There has been a systemic lack of investment in water infrastructures 
following the privatization of water authorities at the end of the 1980s: no major 
reservoirs have been built since this moment, for example.14 Rather than updating 
an outdated Victorian sewage system, companies have made the use of Combined 
Sewer Overflows routine. These dump sewage during periods of high rainfall, 
damaging ecosystems and rendering waterways unsafe for leisure.

Energy is perhaps the single most significant driver of inflation, impacting every 
part of the value chain and food system.15 Consumers in the UK remain exposed 
to expensive international markets for fossil fuels, while our natural capacity 
for renewable generation remains underutilised. Ambitious ideas for building 
renewable capacity, like GB Energy, have opted for a derisking approach over 
direct public investment – and risk repeating the mistakes of recent decades.

We can see a similar exposure problem in food production, with international 
shocks hitting consumers in the UK more harshly than those in Europe. 
Increasingly, the public has needed to rely on food banks, while our food system 
remains rooted in a market dogma that has proved ecologically disastrous and  
ineffective at meeting basic needs.16 

13 	 The Guardian (2025), ‘Thames water refuses to claw back bonuses paid using 
£3bn emergency loan’. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/business/2025/jul/09/
thames-water-paid-out-millions-in-bonuses-using-3bn-emergency-loan-documents-
reveal 
14 	 Common Wealth (2025). ‘How to Clean Up Our Water: Why Public Ownership in 
Law Costs Zero’, Available at: https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/how-to-
clean-up-our-water 
15 	 House of Commons Library (2024). ‘Rising Cost of Living in the UK’. Available at: 
commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9428/ 
16 	 Trussell (2025). ‘Hunger in the UK’. Available at: https://www.trussell.org.uk/news-
and-research/publications/report/hunger-in-the-uk-2025 

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2025/jul/09/thames-water-paid-out-millions-in-bonuses-using-3bn-emergency-loan-documents-reveal
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2025/jul/09/thames-water-paid-out-millions-in-bonuses-using-3bn-emergency-loan-documents-reveal
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2025/jul/09/thames-water-paid-out-millions-in-bonuses-using-3bn-emergency-loan-documents-reveal
https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/how-to-clean-up-our-water
https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/how-to-clean-up-our-water
http://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9428/
https://www.trussell.org.uk/news-and-research/publications/report/hunger-in-the-uk-2025
https://www.trussell.org.uk/news-and-research/publications/report/hunger-in-the-uk-2025
https://www.trussell.org.uk/news-and-research/publications/report/hunger-in-the-uk-2025
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	↳ The way forward
It is now abundantly clear: the thirty year experiment in private provision of basic 
needs has been a disaster. This has been demonstrated clearly in the cases of both 
water and energy.

This experiment needs to end as quickly as possible, and at minimal expense 
to the tax payer. At the same time, we need to rethink our approach to the food 
system, which an uncoordinated market is currently mismanaging.

Through systems thinking and public management, inflation in the cost of 
living needs to be brought back under control in such a way that protects the 
environment and minimises the prevalence of future shocks.

	↳ The policies we need

Build Public-Common Partnerships (PCP)

Moving us away from privatisation, PCPs involve local and national government 
partnering with communities, rather than private capital, to design and manage the 
commons – be this an energy company or a piece of land.17 This would allow public 
funds to empower workers and communities, rather than private shareholders.

Transitioning to this model as the primary way of organising public money 
would amount to enormous savings to the public purse and, ultimately, local 
communities. Though the era of public-private partnerships is now ostensibly over, 
there is still more than £199 billion of Public Private Partnership (PPP) payments 
due from the public to the private sector by the early 2040s.18

Shift to agroecology

Agroecological farming should ultimately replace our current carbon intensive 
model as the primary way of producing the UK’s domestic food products and we 
need to take steps to get there.

This would represent a paradigmatic shift that would bring science, practice and 
politics together to make farming more sustainable, efficient and fair. Agroecology 
could cut GHG emissions by 50-70%, help to recover biodiversity and release 1.8 
million hectares (10%) of current agricultural land for ecosystem restoration.19

17 	 Abundance (2024). ‘Food Systems in Common’. Available at: https://www.in-
abundance.org/reports/food-systems-in-common 
18 	 Common Wealth (2019). ‘Public-Common Partnerships: building new circuits of 
collective ownership’. Available at: https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/public-
common-partnerships-building-new-circuits-of-collective-ownership
19 	 The Wildlife Trust (2025).  ‘A Food Systems Approach to Farming, Nature and 
Health’. Available at: https://www.nwt.org.uk/blog/thewildlifetrusts/will-new-food-
strategy-support-nature-friendly-resilient-food-and-farming 

https://www.in-abundance.org/reports/food-systems-in-common
https://www.in-abundance.org/reports/food-systems-in-common
https://www.in-abundance.org/reports/food-systems-in-common
https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/public-common-partnerships-building-new-circuits-of-collective-ownership
https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/public-common-partnerships-building-new-circuits-of-collective-ownership
https://www.nwt.org.uk/blog/thewildlifetrusts/will-new-food-strategy-support-nature-friendly-resilient-food-and-farming
https://www.nwt.org.uk/blog/thewildlifetrusts/will-new-food-strategy-support-nature-friendly-resilient-food-and-farming
https://www.nwt.org.uk/blog/thewildlifetrusts/will-new-food-strategy-support-nature-friendly-resilient-food-and-farming
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Public ownership of water

In order to confront issues of affordability and failing infrastructure, water should 
gradually be brought back into public hands. This can be achieved via special 
administration, with companies brought into public ownership when they fail to 
deliver good service or become insolvent.20

	↳ Further reading
Abundance (2025): Beyond Bailouts
Abundance (2025): Food Systems in Common
Common Wealth (2025): How to Clean Up Our Water: Why Public Ownership in 
Law Costs Zero
Common Wealth (2025): Nationalise Gas to Lower Bills: How a Public Strategic 
Reserve Can Lower Costs and Enhance Energy Security
Compass (2025): Our Water Our Way: A Democratic Case for Public Ownership of 
Water
IPPR (2025): 2030 and Beyond: Great British Energy’s Role in a Green Transition
The Wildlife Trust (2025): A Food Systems Approach to Farming, Nature and Health

20 	 Common Wealth (2025). ‘How to Clean up the Water: Why Public Ownership in Law 
Costs Zero’. Available at: https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/how-to-clean-up-
our-water 

https://www.in-abundance.org/latest/beyond-bailouts
https://www.in-abundance.org/latest/new-report-food-systems-in-common
https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/how-to-clean-up-our-water
https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/how-to-clean-up-our-water
https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/nationalise-gas-to-lower-bills
https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/nationalise-gas-to-lower-bills
https://www.compassonline.org.uk/publications/our-water-our-way/
https://www.compassonline.org.uk/publications/our-water-our-way/
https://ippr-org.files.svdcdn.com/production/Downloads/2030_and_beyond_Mar25.pdf?dm=1742309980
https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/sites/default/files/2025-03/A%20food%20systems%20approach%20to%20farming%2C%20nature%20and%20health.pdf
https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/how-to-clean-up-our-water
https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/how-to-clean-up-our-water
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Public services

	↳ The problem
The capacity of the state to provide public services is in long-term decline. 
From the NHS and care to public transport, service provision has in recent 
decades been marred by disinvestment, neglect, staff shortages and dilapidated 
infrastructure. Due to years of privatisation and outsourcing, there is a conspicuous 
misalignment between provision and people’s basic needs. Public confidence in 
the government's capacity to address the problem is now at an all time low.21

The Labour government has repeatedly emphasised that the problems are the 
inheritance of neglect and privatisation by successive Conservative governments. 
But a mess inherited is still a mess, and it does not reduce the responsibility of the 
current government to act boldly. 

The NHS is a case in point. Two major investigations into the NHS in 2024 found 
it to be in ‘serious trouble’, with soaring waiting times for elective, primary 
and mental health services, growing staff shortages and funding shortfalls, 
exacerbated by the wider national crisis of worsening health.22

The fortunes of the UK’s care sector offer an omen for the NHS unless the 
government takes bold action to reverse privatisation. In 1960, the private sector 
provided only 10.5% of residential care, while the public sector provided 66% (and 
the voluntary sector 23%). Today, the public sector provides just 4%, the voluntary 
sector 13% and the private provision now stands at 83%.23 Private care provision 
has been marred by low investment in infrastructure, resources and wages, poor 
conditions for workers and substandard provision.

A majority of train services in the UK are partly or wholly owned by the state 
but only a few by the UK government, with the majority in the hands of national 
governments in countries such as Germany, France and the Netherlands. Steps 
taken by the current government to rectify the issue have been positive but glacial. 
The gradual renationalisation of rail services by bringing companies under public 
ownership as contracts expire is a welcome measure but the process is moving too 
slowly, given that rail fares increase ever-more rapidly year on year. 

21 	 Ipsos (2025). ‘Public confidence in Labour’s delivery of its five missions is 
low, especially economic growth’. Available at: https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/public-
confidence-labours-delivery-its-five-missions-low-especially-economic-growth
22 	 Gov.uk (2024). ‘Independent investigation into the National Health Service in 
England’. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-
investigation-of-the-nhs-in-england NAO (2024). ‘NHS financial management and 
sustainability’. Available at: https://www.nao.org.uk/reports/nhs-financial-management-
and-sustainability-2024/ 
23 	 We Own It (2025). ‘Care belongs in public ownership’. Available at: https://
weownit.org.uk/public-ownership/care-work

https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/public-confidence-labours-delivery-its-five-missions-low-especially-economic-growth
https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/public-confidence-labours-delivery-its-five-missions-low-especially-economic-growth
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-investigation-of-the-nhs-in-england
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-investigation-of-the-nhs-in-england
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-investigation-of-the-nhs-in-england
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-investigation-of-the-nhs-in-england
https://www.nao.org.uk/reports/nhs-financial-management-and-sustainability-2024/
https://www.nao.org.uk/reports/nhs-financial-management-and-sustainability-2024/
https://www.nao.org.uk/reports/nhs-financial-management-and-sustainability-2024/
https://weownit.org.uk/public-ownership/care-work
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Fares across Great Britain increased by 5.1% in 2025 compared with a 3.2% 
increase in 2024.24

The examples of health care and transport are indicative of the current and 
previous governments’ attachment to an exhausted neoliberal model of public 
service provision. In both we see a chronic pattern of privatization, bailouts, failed 
public-private partnerships that hemorrhage public money and the short-termism 
of ‘treasury-brain’ thinking.

	↳ The way forward
The neglect of previous governments cannot be a fig leaf for future decline. The 
need for a system-wide strategic change in public service provision becomes more 
urgent by the day. 

There are more than rhetorical signs that the current government understands the 
gravity of the problem: the gradual nationalisation of rail represents a step in the 
right direction. But more steps need to be taken more rapidly. Small reforms at the 
edges will simply not be enough.

In short, a grand overhaul of the reigning neoliberal paradigm is essential. Rather 
than shareholder value, we need to place people and the planet at the centre of 
service provision. At the very least, we need to make sure that public services 
meet people’s basic needs. But, more than that, we should design public services 
that allow people to flourish, not just survive.

This would amount to a change in attitude to public service provision on the scale 
of the 1940s. But nostalgia for the post-war period is not enough. We need to be 
imaginative in how we design public services to meet people’s needs but also 
the planet’s. Alongside human need, environmental sustainability must be at the 
centre of provision in the twenty-first century.

	↳ The policies we need
Public service policy must be guided by principles of fairness, sustainability and 
meeting people’s needs. It is beyond the scope of a short briefing such as this to 
design a comprehensive policy strategy for public service provision as a whole. So, 
we have limited our recommendations to two urgent cases: the care sector and 
public transport.

24 	 Office of Rail and Road (2025). ‘Rail fares’. Available at: https://dataportal.orr.gov.
uk/statistics/finance/rail-fares/ 

https://dataportal.orr.gov.uk/statistics/finance/rail-fares/
https://dataportal.orr.gov.uk/statistics/finance/rail-fares/
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A new collective care model

The care sector should be brought under public ownership. A first step would 
involve reducing the role of the private sector and increasing the involvement of 
local authorities. Nationalising the 26 largest private care providers alone would 
bring a third of care home beds under public control.25

The government should fund the building of new care homes but cede control to 
local authorities, who can employ workers directly.

Given that there will be around a 60% increase in the number of individuals with 
caring responsibilities in the UK by 2030, steps need to be taken to build better 
infrastructure to deal with this shift. Long term care centres would help create 
integrated spaces that bring this work out of the home and into the community.26

Public ownership of transport 

Public ownership of the rails must take place more rapidly. To garner support for 
wholesale nationalisation, the government should take advantage of the benefits 
of public ownership such as using profits to provide more services, and to foster 
collaboration and efficient planning to create a vision for the whole network. 

Public ownership of buses should also be made a priority. It would save us £506 
million a year that could be invested in lowering fares and improving and extending 
service provision.27 These savings could pay for over 1350 electric buses.28

As a result of public ownership, the UK should gradually move to free local 
transport. First steps could include free bus passes in local communities. Such 
schemes are not uncommon in Europe and already exist in over 100 cities 
worldwide.29

The government should also accelerate its decarbonisation of transport by 
providing more public options to those on the lowest incomes, a policy position 
that would see the mobility of such groups rise by 10%, while helping to achieve 
the UK’s net zero goal.30

25 	 We Own It (2025). ‘Care belongs in public ownership’. Available at: https://
weownit.org.uk/public-ownership/care-work
26 	 Autonomy (2020). ‘Long term care centres: making space for ageing’. Available at: 
https://autonomy.work/portfolio/ltccs/
27 	 We Own It (2025). ‘Buses are better in public hands’. Available at: https://weownit.
org.uk/public-ownership/buses
28 	 ibid.
29 	 Social Guarantee (2020). ‘Transport’. Available at: https://www.socialguarantee.
org/examples/transport 
30 	 IPPR (2025). ‘Fairer is Faster: The Route to Greener and Healthier Domestic 
Transport’. Available at: https://www.ippr.org/articles/fairer-is-faster

https://weownit.org.uk/public-ownership/care-work
https://weownit.org.uk/public-ownership/care-work
https://autonomy.work/portfolio/ltccs/
https://weownit.org.uk/public-ownership/buses
https://weownit.org.uk/public-ownership/buses
https://www.socialguarantee.org/examples/transport
https://www.socialguarantee.org/examples/transport
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	↳ Further reading
IPPR (2025): Fairer is Faster: The Route to Greener and Healthier Domestic 
Transport
Social Guarantee (2020): Adult Social Care
Social Guarantee (2020): Transport
We Own It (2025): Care belongs in public ownership
We Own It (2025): Buses are better in public hands
The Autonomy Institute (2020): Long term care centres: making space for ageing
Common Wealth (2025): Who Owns Britain

https://www.ippr.org/articles/fairer-is-faster
https://www.ippr.org/articles/fairer-is-faster
https://www.socialguarantee.org/_files/ugd/c475e1_02df747792ae4e2ab9e1d59ce42dee4e.pdf
https://www.socialguarantee.org/_files/ugd/c475e1_fee514062b5f4ac7ba2b9a1ee6e4f557.pdf
https://weownit.org.uk/public-ownership/care-work
https://weownit.org.uk/public-ownership/buses
https://autonomy.work/portfolio/ltccs/
https://www.common-wealth.org/interactive/who-owns-britain/home
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Media, tech & democratic reform

	↳ The problem
Our media, tech and electoral systems are no longer capable of delivering a robust 
and inclusive democracy that can produce change when it is needed.

Across print, television and digital, our media are governed by a narrow set of 
private interests, bundled into the empires of massive multinational firms and 
news magnates. Just three companies control 90% of newspaper circulation 
while three platforms account for 75% of streaming subscriptions.31 Meanwhile 
the BBC, while founded on admirable principles, is today heavily influenced by 
political appointments and editorially aligned to government. As a consequence, 
it routinely faces accusations of reporting bias from both left and right.32 Despite 
broad public support, if the policy direction proffered in this report were espoused 
by a mainstream political party it would face huge resistance from this news media 
ecosystem, which is largely opposed to systems’ change.

Against the optimism of prior decades, big tech has failed to break up this system, 
and instead delivered media platforms wired for attention and profit before 
communication or consensus. The market for attention continues to grow rapidly.33 
At the same time, digital media have eroded the financial model of traditional news 
reporting and local journalism, without providing sustainable models for the future. 

Public service media increasingly struggle to maintain reach in an oversaturated 
attention economy, and have failed to build ambitious systems for the 21st 
century.

Our democratic mechanisms have, in parallel, failed to realise a policy platform 
that the majority support, instead allowing narrow majorities in key areas to dictate 
policy for the country as a whole. Political parties are encouraged to game the 
system, and are allowed to cater to private interests, before representing the views 
of the public. While first-past-the-post is often promoted as a stable electoral 
system, recent governments have been increasingly volatile and vulnerable, with 
waning legitimacy in the eyes of the public. This is especially true of the current 
government, which despite a substantial majority of 174 seats, received only 
33.7% vote share, the lowest ever for a parliamentary majority.

31 	 Media Reform Coalition (2025). ‘2025 Report: Who Owns the UK Media?’ Available 
at: https://www.mediareform.org.uk/media-ownership/media-ownership-2025 
32 	 Common Wealth (2025). 'Our Mutual Friend: The BBC in the Digital Age’. Available 
at: https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/our-mutual-friend-the-bbc-in-the-
digital-age
33 	 PwC (2025). ‘How to Win in the Digital Attention Economy.’ Available at: https://
www.strategyand.pwc.com/gx/en/industries/entertainment-media/navigating-the-digital-
attention-economy.html 

https://www.mediareform.org.uk/media-ownership/media-ownership-2025
https://www.mediareform.org.uk/media-ownership/media-ownership-2025
https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/our-mutual-friend-the-bbc-in-the-digital-age
https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/our-mutual-friend-the-bbc-in-the-digital-age
https://www.strategyand.pwc.com/gx/en/industries/entertainment-media/navigating-the-digital-attention-economy.html
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https://www.strategyand.pwc.com/gx/en/industries/entertainment-media/navigating-the-digital-attention-economy.html


The Autonomy Institute 2026

26

As is, these systems work together to obstruct both meaningful democracy and 
progressive change, and to promote reactionary misinformation.

	↳ The way forward
We can build more robust and representative democratic systems which build 
enfranchisement, not distrust. Our media ecology does not need to shut down 
debate or cater to private interests. Technology can form the basis of an open and 
communicative society.

A deep rethink of these systems is needed, with meaningful challenges to the 
consolidations of power that maintain a dysfunctional status quo. It is only through 
facing up to these systemic problems that a broader progressive platform will be 
achieved.

Such a transformation will require a significant withdrawal of power from the 
private sector entities that have eroded democratic integrity. Investment in the 
public media and research infrastructure that hold democracy together is crucial if 
the UK wishes to prevent its further slide toward far-right authoritarianism.

	↳ The policies we need

Democratise the media

The BBC is increasingly losing its independence and purpose. The government 
should use the upcoming Charter Review to transform the BBC into a public service 
mutual – governed by its members.34

Today major social media platforms algorithmically manage the distribution of 
information and news according to the economic and political interests of their 
owners. Instead, the government should classify major platforms as public 
communications infrastructures, and regulate them accordingly.

Rebuild public R&D

Public R&D has withered in recent decades and been replaced by private 
development, led largely by American so-called ‘Big Tech’ companies. Under the 
stewardship of Silicon Valley, we’ve increasingly seen technology develop towards 
socially harmful ends. The government should rebuild public R&D capacity to 
challenge the power of big-tech.

34 	 Common Wealth (2025). 'Our Mutual Friend: The BBC in the Digital Age’. Available 
at: https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/our-mutual-friend-the-bbc-in-the-
digital-age

https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/our-mutual-friend-the-bbc-in-the-digital-age
https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/our-mutual-friend-the-bbc-in-the-digital-age
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Investment in innovation is needed to overcome the present crises and revitalise 
our economy – but the existing model of private investment has shown itself as 
inadequate in this regard. The government should instead enable worker-led 
innovation.

Electoral reform

With first-past-the-post producing increasingly volatile governments, and the 
public increasingly mistrusting of our democratic systems, the time has come 
to implement proportional representation. The government should introduce a 
proportional voting system before the next general election.

Money exerts a routine influence on politics.35 Stronger protections against 
politics gifts and donations need to be put in place, starting with a cap on political 
donations.

	↳ Further reading
Common Wealth (2025): Our Mutual Friend: The BBC in the Digital Age
IPPR (2022): Road to Renewal: Elections, Parties and the Case for Renewing 
Democracy 
IPPR (2025): Revealed: graduate turnout divide doubled in 2024 election, 
exposing government ‘blind spot’, IPPR warns
Media Reform Coalition (2025): 2025 Report: Who Owns the UK Media?
Sadowski J. et al. (2021): “Everyone should decide how their digital data are used 
– not just tech companies”, Nature
The Autonomy Institute (2024): Politics for Sale: Acknowledging Twenty-One 
Years of UK Political Donations
Trade Union Coalition (2025): Building a Pro-worker AI Innovation Strategy
The Autonomy Institute (2025): Shaping Digital Futures in Work and Society: The 
Case for Worker-Led Innovation
Transparency International UK (2024): Protecting the UK’s Democracy 

35 	 The Autonomy Institute (2024). ‘Politics for Sale: Acknowledging Twenty-
One Years of UK Political Donations’. Available at: https://autonomy.work/wp-content/
uploads/2024/05/PoliticalDonations-3.pdf 

https://www.common-wealth.org/publications/our-mutual-friend-the-bbc-in-the-digital-age
https://www.compassonline.org.uk/publications/road-to-renewal-elections-parties-democratic-reform/
https://www.compassonline.org.uk/publications/road-to-renewal-elections-parties-democratic-reform/
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https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-01812-3
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https://www.transparency.org.uk/publications/protecting-uks-democracy
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Tax, work & incomes

	↳ The problem
The UK has a productivity problem: we generally work more than those in 
Europe, yet each hour of that work contributes less to the economy.36 One 
way to understand this problem is as one of exhaustion: our infrastructure is 
overcapacified and our people are overworked.

Our tax system is uneven, ineffective and frequently regressive. While those on 
low or middle incomes are subject to fairly robust taxation, both very wealthy 
individuals and international corporations routinely avoid paying reasonable levels 
of taxation. We do not tax wealth appropriately, nor capital gains. In doing so, we 
limit state capacity, and undermine our ability to maintain necessary services.

At the same time, we have a highly punitive benefits system which treats 
unemployment as a moral failing. Instead of taxing the wealthy properly, we 
subject those out of work or on other benefits to unhelpful levels of scrutiny, at 
times denying people of a reasonable level of dignity. Moral panics around welfare 
payments have led to a race to the bottom which only harms individuals and does 
little to improve public funds or help people to find work.

Even in work, poverty levels are shamefully high. Today, two thirds of working age 
adults in poverty live in a household where someone is working.37 An essential 
backdrop to this situation is the slow erosion of labour rights over the past 50 
years, overseen by successive governments. Historically low union density has 
allowed wages to be kept low, falling well below the cost of living. Cruelty in our 
welfare system – clearly embodied in the two child benefit cap, for instance – is 
unnecessary and only bolsters distrust in public institutions.

Similarly, progress in working time reduction has been slow. On average, we 
work very similar hours today as we did in the 1980s and 90s, despite huge 
technological progress during this period.

36 	 TUC (2019). ‘British Workers Putting in Longest Hours in the EU, TUC Analysis 
Finds’. Available at: https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/british-workers-putting-longest-
hours-eu-tuc-analysis-finds; House of Commons Library (2025). ‘Productivity: Economic 
Indicators’. Available at: https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/
sn02791/ 
37 	 JRF (2024). ‘UK Poverty 2024’. Available at: https://www.jrf.org.uk/uk-poverty-
2024-the-essential-guide-to-understanding-poverty-in-the-uk

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/british-workers-putting-longest-hours-eu-tuc-analysis-finds
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	↳ The way forward
Successive governments have characterised themselves as bankrupt, unable to 
raise new revenue without borrowing – and paved the way for damaging cuts. Tax 
has been left conspicuously off the table.

It is time for the government to reform our regressive and ineffective tax system 
in favour of a fair, progressive one that targets wealth. From the other side, we 
know that generous welfare systems have historically facilitated broad innovation, 
especially in the realm of culture. If we’re looking to revitalise our tired economy, 
abandoning harmful Victorian approaches to welfare is the first step.

If work is going to provide livable wages, we need to reverse the decades-long 
erosion to labour rights – this means giving unions the tools they need to win 
concessions from employers and to grow in membership. The government’s 

Employment Rights Act is a strong first step and represents an ambitious – if 
sometimes ambiguous – attempt to redress labour market imbalances. But 
the government has tended to either downplay its successes or renege on its 
promises. Moving beyond the initial wins of the Act, and looking to 

implement much more of the Labour Party’s New Deal for Working people, as well 
as communicating successes effectively, could go a long way to re-securing the 
trust of workers lost over the last year.

	↳ The policies we need

Progressive tax legislation

The government should introduce a wealth tax. This would involve a 2% tax on 
assets over £10 million to raise up to £24 billion a year, and would affect only 
0.04% of the population.38

Reforming the Capital Gains Tax system through increasing rates and closing 
loopholes could also raise as much as £12 billion a year.39 Furthermore, reforming 
National Income tax so that it’s paid on shares, rents from property and interest on 
savings could raise up £10.2 billion a year.40

Finally, implement asset beneficial ownership transparency to prevent 
underreporting of wealth.41

38 	 Tax Justice UK (2025). ‘How to raise up to £60 billion for public services: our 
ten reforms’. Available at: https://taxjustice.uk/blog/how-to-raise-60-billion-for-public-
services-our-ten-tax-reforms/
39 	 ibid.
40 	 ibid.
41 	 Tax Justice UK (2025). ‘Asset beneficial ownership - enforcing wealth tax 
and other positive spillover effects’. Available at:  https://taxjustice.net/wp-content/
uploads/2025/03/Asset-beneficial-ownership-%E2%80%93-Enforcing-wealth-tax-other-
positive-spillover-effects-.pdf

https://taxjustice.uk/blog/how-to-raise-60-billion-for-public-services-our-ten-tax-reforms/
https://taxjustice.uk/blog/how-to-raise-60-billion-for-public-services-our-ten-tax-reforms/
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https://taxjustice.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Asset-beneficial-ownership-%E2%80%93-Enforcing-wealth-tax-other-positive-spillover-effects-.pdf
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Address in-work and childhood poverty

An immediate priority must be scrapping the two-child benefit cap, which currently 
drives childhood poverty. As a more robust anti-poverty measure, however, the 
government should introduce a minimum income guarantee, in which every person 
receives a sufficient, non-conditional, non-means tested at the point of access, 
minimum income floor that would mean every individual is able to meet their basic 
needs.42

This would be calculated based on JRF’s minimum income standard in 2025, which 
varies across household types. For instance, for a single adult of working age this 
would amount to £316.30 a month (excluding rent, council tax and childcare).43

Beyond the Employment Rights Act

Employment rights have been eroding for over fifty years. While early drafts of 
the Employment Rights Bill set out a range of measures to undo some of this 
damage, the contents of the Act was ultimately significantly watered down.44 The 
government should recommit to broader reforms beyond the Act, such as single 
worker status, the right to switch off, protections from workplace automation and 
surveillance and recommit to expanding day one employment rights.

In addition to these commitments, which appeared in the Labour’s 2024 election 
manifesto, the government should explore measures which will strengthen 
the labour movement’s capacity to grow and act, such as repealing the ban on 
secondary action.45

Produce a vision for new ways working: take the lead on working time 
reduction within the public sector

The Employment Rights Act is a step in the right direction, but going forward 
the government will need a vision for how work will get significantly better. One 
promising direction in this regard is the growing trend of working time reduction 
around the world - but being led by pioneers here in the UK. Following successful 
trials in the Scottish public sector, local authorities in England and hundreds of 
workplaces in the private sector, the government should pilot a shorter working 
week in the English public sector.46 Many studies have shown that shorter working 
weeks positively impact work-life balance, worker wellbeing and productivity and, 
crucially, it can be a symbol that working life can get significantly better.

42 	 NEF (2020). ‘A Minimum Income Guarantee for the UK’. Available at: https://new-
economicsf.files.svdcdn.com/production/files/MIG-new.pdf?dm=1585915825
43 	 ibid.
44 	 Guardian (2025). ‘Government to ditch day-one unfair dismissal policy from 
workers’ rights bill.’ Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/law/2025/nov/27/
government-to-ditch-day-one-unfair-dismissal-policy-from-workers-rights-bill 
45 	 Common Wealth (2024). ‘Employment Rights Bill’. Available at: https://www.
common-wealth.org/publications/employment-rights-bill 
46 	 The Autonomy Institute (2025). ‘Introducing a shorter working week in Scotland’s 
public sector’. Available at: https://autonomy.work/portfolio/sww-scotland-public-sector/ 
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	↳ Further reading
Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2025): A Minimum Income Standard for the United 
Kingdom in 2025
High Pay Centre (2022): Worker voice in corporate governance – how to bring 
perspectives from the workforce into the boardroom 
IPPR (2025): Mission-driven Industrial Relations: The Case for Fair Pay 
Agreements
JRF (2024): UK Poverty 2024
Common Wealth (2024): Employment Rights Bill
New Economics Foundation (2020): Building a Minimum Income Guarantee for the 
UK 
Tax Justice Network (2025): Asset beneficial ownership – Enforcing wealth tax & 
other positive spillover effects
The Autonomy Institute (2024): The Right to Switch Off
The Autonomy Institute (2025): Introducing a shorter working week in Scotland’s 
public sector 
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https://neweconomics.org/2020/03/building-a-minimum-income-protection
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https://taxjustice.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Asset-beneficial-ownership-%E2%80%93-Enforcing-wealth-tax-other-positive-spillover-effects-.pdf
https://taxjustice.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Asset-beneficial-ownership-%E2%80%93-Enforcing-wealth-tax-other-positive-spillover-effects-.pdf
https://autonomy.work/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/TheRightToSwitchOff.pdf
https://autonomy.work/portfolio/sww-scotland-public-sector/
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Both Labour and the Conservatives are gripped by a crisis of ideas: despite the 
historic need for action on the cost of living, on the climate and on crumbling public 
infrastructures, they have been unable or unwilling to move beyond the failed 
consensus of the 1990s. This is, strikingly, despite the broad base of support – 
among policy experts, activists and much of the public – for the kind of platform 
which has been discussed throughout Forum 2029 and other convening efforts .

Where the government has made progress – for instance, the Employment Rights 
Act and in nationalising rail operators – communication of these achievements 
has been meek or non-existent, no doubt in part to strike a conciliatory tone for 
business. Such laudable achievements should be used to paint a picture of a better 
future for the UK, one that distinguishes the government from its Conservative 
predecessors.

Indeed, Forum 2029 has demonstrated that the ideas we need are already here, if 
only the government would take them up. Instead, its answer has been to pander 
to ascendent reactionary forces by scapegoating policy failures on immigration. In 
doing so, Labour raises the real risk of a Reform government at the next general 
election.

To avoid such chaos, it is vital that an alternative narrative and policy platform is 
put to the public before 2029. The government can avert catastrophe at the next 
election, only if it moves in a progressive direction in time to affect meaningful 
change in people’s lives. If it will not do this, other parties will need to take up the 
fight against Reform, offering the alternative platform detailed in this report, one 
that challenges both the status quo and provides a vision of a world that people 
can get behind.
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