
390   Town & Country Planning September 2009

In my last column, back in the March issue of Town

& Country Planning, I wrote about bankers, the end
of neo-liberal economic model, and sustainable
development. Since then, the financial scandal
engulfing our elected representatives has
commanded our attention and has allowed the
financial sector to get off the hook as people’s
attention became focused elsewhere.

The MPs’ expenses row was not on the same
scale, and was actually something of a distraction
from the really big issues that face us, but it
resonated in the same way – challenging the
legitimacy of our elected representatives and
highlighting a sense of ‘everybody for themselves’
greed as a ghastly reflection of the wider society
we live in. Strangely, politicians just can’t seem to
let go either, whether it is Alan Duncan arguing that
MPs now live on ‘rations’ or his colleagues calling
for their salaries to be doubled. This malaise has
been characterised as the ‘Age of Entitlement’ by
some commentators.1

It is hard to know which came first – the banking
culture in which people were entitled to huge
bonuses whatever the company performance, or
politicians who assumed themselves hard done-by
in comparison with their peers and allowed a culture
of entitlement to grow. But as Madeleine Bunting
has said,1 the saga demonstrates just how weak
individual ethical judgements turn out to be, and
that this cultural consensus among MPs and
bankers is a bit like the L’Oréal  advertising slogan,
‘Because you’re worth it’. It shines a light on how it
is that inequality has been tolerated and how an
attitude of hyper-consumption has taken hold of
society.

David Marquand2 describes MPs and bankers as
‘only grubby flotsam floating on much deeper
currents’. He argues that the neo-liberal moral
economy is in crisis and ‘it will not be resolved
unless and until we acknowledge that we, the
‘people’, are also part of the problem – that the real

culprit is the hyper-individualistic, materialistic
hedonism of the entire culture, popular at least as
much as elite’.

This is thrown into sharp relief by what is really
happening around us – climate change, conflict,
economic meltdown, poverty.

In Britain around 2.5 million people are
unemployed, the housing market is running at half
its normal level, and some of those in work are
experiencing significant wage cuts. And yet the talk
is of an imminent recovery. Bonuses are back... and
how. The banks in the US who last year were so
close to collapse that they had to be bailed out with
$175 billion of taxpayers money are paying their top
staff $32.6 billion in bonuses. In the City of London
things look just as good. Half of Goldman Sachs’
£1.2 billion first-quarter profit has been set aside as
staff rewards – from gains created by extracting
super-profits from customers who find less and less
choice as banks swallow each other up and in the
process become too big to fail.

This economic model, driven by an over-reliance
on debt-driven consumption, speculation and
financial engineering, is one that encourages

consumption beyond our means and a structurally
dysfunctional economy.

It is mirrored in attitudes towards the planet
generally. The list of luxury items claimed by MPs is
mind-boggling (how may readers had even heard of
duck houses before these revelations?), but the
sheer banality of some of the greed – porn films,
carrier bags, Kit Kats and bath plugs – is even more
depressing. No wonder the world is measured in
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most people’s minds by the size of their car, the
number of gadgets in the house, the air-miles
collected, or the conspicuous consumption events
they are seen at. And where does this lifestyle lead
if not to the production of ever more carbon and a
society based around the most egregious form of
unsustainable development imaginable?

The attitudes and lifestyles of bankers are a
problem, at least in part because other
‘professionals’ measure themselves against this
kind of ‘success’ and find themselves wanting (to
say nothing of the impacts these attitudes and
lifestyles have on people in communities across the
globe in terms of jobs lost and lives blighted). But
the real responsibilities of integrity and leadership
belong to those whom we elect to rule us.

The changes in society that are going to be
necessary just to adapt to, let alone survive, the
looming catastrophe of global climate change are
going to have to be led by people who are prepared
to show moral strength. They will need to be willing
to act and capable of pushing through change that
will involve abandoning decades of political
assumptions. Our children will not be better off than
we are – in fact in many ways they may be a lot
worse off, and this is especially true for people who
live outside what are currently temperate regions.
Madeleine Bunting describes this process as ‘a
massive cultural revolution’ which will be needed to
re-orient a set of values rooted in a perceived
entitlement to an unfair proportion of the planet’s
resources.

It is perfectly possible to imagine a way of life
with less material wealth that could actually be far
more sustaining of human well-being. But we seem
to have discovered that we don’t have the politicians
to lead us there. Surely after this catharsis things
won’t return to business as usual? It’s up to us to
make sure that those we elect from now on no
longer play to the greed of this passing Age of
Entitlement.

l Martin Stott is Head of Environment & Resources at

Warwickshire County Council. The views expressed here are

personal.
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