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Bank of England’s Andy Haldane goes on tour of the UK

Outspoken chief economist cannot understand an economy ‘sat in London’ all the time

Bank of England chief economist Andy Haldane at a public meeting in Leicester

YESTERDAY by: Gavin Jackson in Leicester

If you have ever wanted to ask the Bank of England’s most senior economist why you should trust that a £5 note will keep its value, or

just explain exactly where you think the British economy is going wrong, you might soon have your chance.

Andy Haldane, the BoE chief economist, is touring the UK in a series of town hall meetings aimed at improving communication

between the central bank and the public.
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“We need to understand how the economy is doing,” Mr Haldane told an audience in an upmarket curry house in the Leicester

suburb of Oadby this month.

“You cannot do that sat in London all the time, at your desk, poring over the numbers in your spreadsheet.

“The most effective way of knowing what’s really going on, getting the colour and texture of the economy, is by getting out and

speaking to people about how things are.”

As well as questions about everyday financial problems, the audience in Oadby — which included sixth-form students, charity

workers, doctors and business owners — asked about the overall legitimacy of Britain’s economic system and a perceived lack of

accountability for bankers following the financial crisis.

“There is a lot of scar tissue around trust in the banking sector,” Mr Haldane told the Financial Times after the event.

“Many businesses and households saw the rug pulled from under them during the crisis and, once bitten, are twice shy about seeking

another loan from a bank. If these people are now financing themselves, as we heard this evening, this will put a constraint on their

willingness to invest.”

Some of those at the meeting, which was organised by the Muslim Council of Britain, said that they had previously thought the BoE

was a high street lender, rather than a central bank.

“Understanding of the Bank, what it does and why, is patchy,” Mr Haldane said. “We are making a big push this year to change that,

especially in schools.”

The Oadby meeting was the second of its kind, after Mr Haldane visited Cardiff at the end of June. That town hall was organised by

Citizens UK, a charity, and focused on the struggles of those on low incomes.

Mr Haldane’s tour comes as the economics profession faces a legitimacy crisis. It was widely regarded to have failed to anticipate the

financial crisis of 2008, and while a majority of economists argued against the UK leaving the EU because of the risk of economic

damage, they did not persuade the public in last year’s referendum.
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The environment secretary and Eurosceptic Michael Gove said during the referendum campaign that “the public were tired of

experts”, in response to a question about bad economic forecasts.

At the Royal Economic Society’s annual conference in April, academic economists questioned how they could improve their dialogue

with the public, better manage their relationship with the media, and safeguard their reputation.

That meeting was followed by another RES debate hosted by the Treasury in May, which also looked at the public role played by

economic experts and their relationship with the public and the media.

The debate at the Treasury was organised by Dave Ramsden, the chief economic adviser at the department, who will soon become a

deputy governor of the BoE and therefore join Mr Haldane on its rate-setting monetary policy committee.

“Where once there was a natural degree of trust in public institutions, like

the Bank of England, these days that cannot be taken for granted,” said

Mr Haldane.

“You need to work continuously to rebuild and refresh your relationship

with the general public, to make your words and actions understandable,

relevant, personal to people’s lives.”

Mr Haldane, who turned 50 on Friday, joined the BoE as a graduate after

completing an economics degree at the University of Sheffield and a

masters in the subject at the University of Warwick.

He has a reputation for speaking his mind — and often attracting attention when he does. 

Last year, Mr Haldane described the financial crisis as a ‘Michael Fish moment’ for economists, in reference to a weatherman who

famously said there would be no hurricane the day before a massive storm hit the UK.
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“Economists have a distance to travel in regaining the trust of the general public,” he said in Oadby. “It would be a start if more of us

were open about what hasn’t gone so well in the past. Humility, like charity, needs to begin at home.”

In June, Mr Haldane appeared to disagree with Mark Carney, BoE governor, after suggesting he would be minded to vote for a rise in

interest rates shortly after his boss made a speech saying it was not the right time to tighten monetary policy. In the end, neither

voted to raise rates at the monetary policy committee’s August meeting.
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