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EVERY MORNING, Johnny wakes up at 7:00
AM. Johnny graduated from university two years
ago; he now lives with his parents in Reading and
works for the civil service in Westminster. It takes
Johnny 15 minutes to walk to the train station,
then anywhere between 30 minutes to an hour to
get to London, followed by another 30 minutes on
the tube before he finally gets to the office. His
working day begins at 9:00 AM and finishes at
5.30 PM, when he repeats his journey in the op-
posite direction. On any given day, Johnny will
spend about two and a half hours in transit.
Once the envy of the world, Britain’s railways
are now the persistent subject of national scrutiny
and derision. To start with, the already exorbitant
rail fares go up every year. The train operating
companies — which enjoy natural monopolies
over the transport infrastructure — claim that these
additional funds are used to maintain and im-
prove the railway. Whatever they're spending it
on, it certainly isn’t their workers, whose strikes
are almost as commonplace as the delays and
cancellations. If, by some miracle, Johnny does
manage to catch his train on time, he can forget
about finding a seat; he usually jostles in the aisle
all the way to Paddington. Such shoddy customer
experience continues to fuel the growing support
for the renationalisation of Britain’s railways,

which were first privatised in 1993. Put simply,
commuting into London is bloody miserable.

But the commute itself isn’t the problem; the
problem lies in a national planning policy failure
known as Londoncentricity." Londoncentricity re-
fers to the economic and political pattern whereby
the nation’s wealth and power are concentrated
in London, which bears numerous ramifications.?
Firstly, people from all over Britain — and indeed
the world — move to London in search of eco-
nomic opportunity. This rapid urban migration is
responsible for London’s housing crisis, as de-
mand for housing rises and pushes prices beyond
the boundary of affordability. According to the lat-
est figures from the English Housing Survey,
people are now dishing out £300 a week on aver-
age for the privilege of living in London. This is
almost double the average rent outside London,
which is £153 a week.® To put these figures into
perspective, the median earnings for full-time em-
ployees in London is £671 per week and £510
outside London, meaning that Londoners spend
over half their salary on rent, while everyone else
spends less than a third.2 Many people, like
Johnny, opt to live at home or rent somewhere
outside London and commute. In some extreme
cases, people rent properties in London from
Monday to Friday, then return home on the
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weekend.

The second ramification of Londoncentricity is
perhaps more complex, intangible, and perni-
cious, as it pertains to culture. The current model
of governance in the Britain reinforces the irrefu-
table north-side divide. It is characterised by
gaping inequalities in house prices, earnings,
public spending, and political influence between
Northern England and Southern England. To il-
lustrate, a pint costs £5 in London and £2 in
Durham (England’s northernmost county). While
there are many prosperous and cultural cities in
the north of England, none of them compare to
London on an international level. Breaking Lon-
don’s political monopoly would distribute cultural,
economic, and political power more evenly
across Britain. In turn, this would make Britain’s
other cities more desirable, thus alleviating the
demand for housing in London, slowing the rise
of house prices, and reducing economic inequal-
ity. Most importantly, it would cut commuting
times for Johnny, as he could finally afford to live
in the city.

This process is known as devolution, or de-
centralisation, which is the transfer of power from

Notes

a central government to more local administra-
tions. To this end, devolved legislatures were
famously established in Scotland and Wales in
1997, and in Northern Ireland in 1998. While par-
liament remains sovereign, autonomy over many
departments - including education and health -
was granted to each legislature. Notable omis-
sions are tax and immigration policy. The
effectiveness of devolution is a major point of con-
tention, as Scotland still seeks greater
independence. It set a precedent nonetheless,
and other regions like Greater Manchester and
Sheffield City have recently gained devolved
powers.

All of this may be moot after Brexit, anyway: if
the UK loses access to the European Single Mar-
ket, it will probably cease to be an economic
superpower, and so London will cease to be a
global city. As such, an unexpected upside of
Brexit could be that the gap between London and
the rest of the country will narrow. Until then, we
must resist the lure of London’s bright lights, and
create culture elsewhere in the country. The rest
will follow.
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