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The myth
We have to repay the national debt.

Reply
The reply - 1

We never have! It's been rising almost constantly since it began. Why should we start
repaying it now?

The reply - 2

You do know that the national debt includes all our notes and coins? Why do you want
to get rid of them?

The reply - 3

£167 billion of National Savings & Investments accounts is included in national debt. Do
you want to close NS&I? If so, why?

The reply -  4

You do know that the national debt is just banks, pension funds, life assurance
companies, companies and even some individuals just saving in the safest place that
they can? Why do you want to take those safe savings accounts away from people?

The reply - 5

You do know that the interest rate on the national debt is negative right now? People
are paying the government to take their money? Why would you want to stop that?

Some data
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https://www.taxresearch.org.uk/Blog/2020/05/29/mythbuster-we-have-to-repay-the-national-debt/


Since 1946 the UK government has increased what is called the UK national debt by
£1,782 billion.

In that same 74 year period the UK government repaid just £38 billion of the national
debt.

As a matter of fact we have repaid almost none of our national debt over the last 74
years. So why does anyone think we should start doing so now?

And there are £71 billion of bank notes in circulation and a bit less than £5 billion in 
coins. These are all part of the national debt - the notes even have the fact printed on
them. Why do we want to get rid of all these, which we would if we repaid the national
debt?

National Savings and Investments - including Premium Bonds - is also part of the
national debt. Why do you want to close that? £167 billion was held in their accounts by
25 million customers according to their last accounts.

And gilts are really just another sort of term deposit savings account used by pension
funds, Life assurance companies, banks, companies and even some people. Why do you
want to close these ultra-safe accounts and make pensions and savings more
vulnerable?

The evidence
Since 1946 the UK government has increased what’s called the UK national debt by
£1,782 billion. To put that in context, the UK had total national income of about £2,200
billion on 2019/20.

In that same 74 year period from 1946 t0 2020 the UK government repaid just £38
billion of the national debt.

In the same period the UK's national income grew, in 2020 prices to make the
comparison fair, from £393 billion in 1946 to £2,200 billion in 2019/20. That is an
equivalent of an increase from £7,900 per person in 1946 to about £33,300 in 2019/20.

Data evidences these facts. UK net national borrowing each year, in original prices, was
as follows from 1946 to date, split into two columns to show the years when there was
borrowing and the years when there were repayments.

Repayments only took place in eleven years.

The evidence that there has been any effort to repay national debt is very hard to find:
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 Year Overall net borrowing Borrowed Repaid 

  £'bn £'bn £'bn 

 1946/47 0.6 0.6 0.0 

 1947/48 0.1 0.1 0.0 

 1948/49 -0.5 0 -0.5 

 1949/50 -0.6 0 -0.6 

 1950/51 -0.5 0 -0.5 

 1951/52 -0.1 0 -0.1 

 1952/53 0.2 0.2 0.0 

 1953/54 0.4 0.4 0.0 

 1954/55 0.3 0.3 0.0 

 1955/56 0 0 0.0 

 1956/57 0.1 0.1 0.0 

 1957/58 0 0 0.0 

 1958/59 0.1 0.1 0.0 

 1959/60 0.6 0.6 0.0 
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 1960/61 0.7 0.7 0.0 

 1961/62 0.6 0.6 0.0 

 1962/63 0.5 0.5 0.0 

 1963/64 0.9 0.9 0.0 

 1964/65 0.7 0.7 0.0 

 1965/66 0.6 0.6 0.0 

 1966/67 1 1 0.0 

 1967/68 1.6 1.6 0.0 

 1968/69 0.3 0.3 0.0 

 1969/70 -0.9 0 -0.9 

 1970/71 -0.3 0 -0.3 

 1971/72 0.6 0.6 0.0 

 1972/73 1.9 1.9 0.0 

 1973/74 3.4 3.4 0.0 

 1974/75 5.6 5.6 0.0 

 1975/76 7.7 7.7 0.0 
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 1976/77 7 7 0.0 

 1977/78 6.4 6.4 0.0 

 1978/79 8.7 8.7 0.0 

 1979/80 8.5 8.5 0.0 

 1980/81 11.5 11.5 0.0 

 1981/82 6 6 0.0 

 1982/83 8.5 8.5 0.0 

 1983/84 11.8 11.8 0.0 

 1984/85 12.5 12.5 0.0 

 1985/86 9 9 0.0 

 1986/87 8.4 8.4 0.0 

 1987/88 4.7 4.7 0.0 

 1988/89 -6 0 -6.0 

 1989/90 -0.6 0 -0.6 

 1990/91 6.2 6.2 0.0 

 1991/92 23 23 0.0 
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 1992/93 47.1 47.1 0.0 

 1993/94 51.6 51.6 0.0 

 1994/95 43.8 43.8 0.0 

 1995/96 35.3 35.3 0.0 

 1996/97 27.7 27.7 0.0 

 1997/98 9.3 9.3 0.0 

 1998/99 -1 0 -1.0 

 1999/00 -11.4 0 -11.4 

 2000/01 -15.7 0 -15.7 

 2001/02 5.4 5.4 0.0 

 2002/03 34.1 34.1 0.0 

 2003/04 41.7 41.7 0.0 

 2004/05 49.2 49.2 0.0 

 2005/06 44.3 44.3 0.0 

 2006/07 40 40 0.0 

 2007/08 45.7 45.7 0.0 
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 2008/09 117.9 117.9 0.0 

 2009/10 158.3 158.3 0.0 

 2010/11 140.4 140.4 0.0 

 2011/12 122.2 122.2 0.0 

 2012/13 125.4 125.4 0.0 

 2013/14 105.5 105.5 0.0 

 2014/15 96.9 96.9 0.0 

 2015/16 81.1 81.1 0.0 

 2016/17 56.1 56.1 0.0 

 2017/18 56.5 56.5 0.0 

 2018/19 38.4 38.4 0.0 

 2019/20 47.6 47.6 0.0 

 Totals 1744.6 1782.2 -37.6    
 

A chart of this data looks like this:
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As is apparent, borrowing is normal and repayment is rare, and in much smaller
amount.

This data came from the House of Commons library. Most other economic data is from
the Office for Budget Responsibility. Population data is from the Office for National
Statistics, over various releases of which the main one is here.

And as for who owns the debt, The House of Commons Library suggests it was as
follows in late 2018. The proportion of bond debt owned by the government will now
have gone up as it has bought another £200 billion of its own debt as the coronavirus
crisis has developed:

What this makes clear is that around a quarter of the debt (the part-owned by the
government )has no interest paid on it and of the rest, two thirds is in the UK.

The only reasonable conclusion is that there is no reason at all to think that the national
debt need be repaid based on the evidence of the period since World War II. In that
case to suggest that it should be now makes no sense at all. The debt will remain
outstanding, as has that from all previous periods.

_______________

There are more Mythbusters here. 
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https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN05745/SN05745.pdf
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