Funding the Future

How realistic is the Office for Budget Responsibility f...

Published: January 13, 2026, 7:33 am

The Office for Budget Responsibility has delivered its forecast for the UK economy. In
summary it tests three scenarios:

Chart 2: Real GDP scenarios versus our March forecast

15

10

g 100
W
* 95
&8
3 9
85
80 c
= Centnal scenario
75 === Downside scenario
[=1] Q3 al Q3 al Q3 @ Q3 al a3 (=1} Q3 Ql
09 2020 2021 2022 073 2024 2025

Source: ONS, OBR

The optimistic scenario says we bounce straight back to where we were. This is what
might be called the Bank of England view.

The central scenario is a midpoint, and they also offer a downside view.
How realistic are these? Look at the unemployment forecasts:
Table 1: Key economic scenario variables

Central scenario

Gross domestic product (GDP) 1.4 -12.4 8.7 4.5 21 1.9
CP! inflation 1.8 0.7 1.3 19 2.0 2.0
Employment [million) 328 31.3 30.9 322 324 33.0
Unemployment [million) 1.3 3.0 35 2.4 2.1 1.9
Unemployment rate [per cent) 3.8 B.8 10.1 6.9 5.9 5.3
Upside scenario

Gross domestic product (GDP) 1.4 -10.6 145 1.9 1.3 1.4
CPl inflation 1.8 0.7 1.3 1.9 2.0 2.0
Employment (million) 2.8 3.6 325 332 33.3 33.4
Unempleyment (million) 1.3 2.7 1.9 1.4 1.4 1.4
Unemployment rate [per cent) 38 7.9 5.6 4.0 4.0 4.1
Downside scenario

Gress domestfic produet (GDP) 1.4 -14.3 4.6 54 3.3 25
CP! inflation 1.8 0.7 1.3 1.9 2.0 2.0
Employment (million) 328 31.2 304 .7 323 324
Unemployment (million) 1.3 i 4.0 28 2.4 232
Unemployment rate [per cent] 3.8 9.1 11.6 8.1 6.9 6.3
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https://www.taxresearch.org.uk/Blog/2020/07/15/how-realistic-is-the-office-for-budget-responsibility-forecast-for-the-uk-economy/
https://obr.uk/fsr/fiscal-sustainability-report-july-2020/

In the best case, unemployment does not go above the current increase in the universal
credit claimant count that has now reached around 3 million people. That's ridiculously
optimistic. Why the OIBR modeled it is hard to imagine, unless they wanted to make the
Bao of England look silly. Don't rule it out.

In the central case - their main forecast - they suggest unemployment will reach 3.5
million. That's only half a million above the current UC claimant count and assumes all
2.5 plus million self-employed people have their businesses survive coronavirus and
less than 25% of furloughed people lose their jobs. | know no one who thinks that likely.

In the worst-case unemployment is just a little worse, but not much.

In contrast, | think 6 million unemployed is much more likely, made up of one in three
furloughed people plus 2 million self-employed people whose businesse3s will have
failed plus existing unemployed people. | think that easily the most likely 2021 forecast.
So | would suggest that the OBR unemployment forecast is wildly wrong.

They also fail to consider the risk of a second wave of coronavirus, and the likelihood of
that is high, and plenty high enough for eminent scientists to warn of it. To not model
that scenario appears negligent as a consequence.

In that case it is fair to conclude that the OBR forecasts already have little credibility.
But then let's look at their detailed government income and spending forecasts. This is
income:

Table 3.16: Current receipts

£ billion

Estimate Scenario period

2019-20 2020-21 2021-22 2022-23 2023-24 2024-25
Income tax 195.3 182.4 194.3 208.2 218.6 229.2
Mafional insurance contributions 144.2 131.7 142.9 153.0 159.9 167.0
Value odded fax 133.7 108.2 129.5 137.9 1422 146.6
Onshere corporefion tax 49.5 36.8 43.1 49.9 55.4 60.1
Oil and gos revenuves 0.6 0.4 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.4
Fuel duties 27.6 22.8 26.5 29.2 30.0 30.6
Business rates 3.2 203 32.2 33.3 33.9 35.2
Council tax 36.6 a7z 90 40.3 41.6 42.9
Capital gains fox 10.0 10.5 7.6 10.1 1.1 12.4
Inheritance tox 5.2 5.4 5.2 5.3 5.7 6.2
Stamp duties 16.1 1.6 16.6 17.3 18.9 20.7
Tobocco duties 9.7 9.0 8.7 8.7 8.7 8.6
Aleohol duties: 1.7 109 1.7 12.2 12.7 13.2
Air passenger duty 3.4 1.3 a7 38 a9 4.1
Other foxes ond receipts 150.1 151.8 162.4 167.9 175.0 181.8
Current receipts §24.8 740.3 826.3 877.7 918.2 958.9

And this is the variance from the previous forecast in income:

Table 3.17: Current receipts: central scenario versus March forecast

£ billion

I S, m iod

2019-20 2020-21 2021-22 2022-23 2023-24 2024-25
Income tax 0.1 -25.1 -21.0 -19.2 -17.9 -17.4
Mational insurance confributions -1.2 -18.5 -14.1 -11.0 -10.4 -10.1
Vaolue odded tax -29 -32.4 -16.4 -13.1 -13.7 -14.1
Onshore corporation fox -4.5 -20.3 -15.8 -11.6 8.3 -6.0
Qil and gos revenues -0.2 -0.3 -0.2 -03 -0.4 -0.6
Fuel duties 0.1 -4.7 -1.6 1.3 -1.1 -1.0
Business rates 0.0 1.2 -1.2 1.0 1.1 1.1
Council fax 0.3 -0.7 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Capital gains fox 0.0 -0.9 -5.1 -4.1 -4.6 -4.7
Inheritance tox 0.0 -0.1 0.6 -1 -1.0 -0.9
Stamp dufies 0.1 -5.8 1.9 -2.8 -2.5 -2.1
Tobaeeo duties 1.0 0.0 0.1 -0.1 0.1 0.1
Alchol dufies Page 2/4y, 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.6
Air passanger duty -0.4 -2.7 -0.5 -0.6 -0.7 -0.7
Other foxes and receipts -6.3 -8.8 -5.3 -4.8 -4.1 -3.9

Current receipts -14.5 -132.6 -84.5 -71.5 -66.5 -63.4




Whilst this is spending:

Table 3.21: Central government expenditure: central scenario

£ billion
E Scenario
2019-20 2020-21 2021-22 2022-23 2023-24 2024-25
Central government expenditure 809.9 980.8 903.0 927.9 956.1 985.6
of which:
Debt interest payments 368 40.4 43.9 43.8 43.5
Net social benefits spending 255.6 246.4 2475 256.8 286.4
Other current expenditure 585.0 513.0 528.0 541.5 557.7
Net investment spending 73.1 72.0 76.1 80.5 83.3
__Depreciation 30.4 31.3 32.4 33.5 34.8

Table 3.22: Central government expenditure: central scenario versus March forecast

£ billion
Estimate Scenario peri
2019-20 2020-21 2021-22 2022-23 2023-24 2024-25
March forecast B08.4 8451 893.9 9228 954.1 984.2
Central scenario 809.9 980.8 903.0 927.9 956.1 985.6
Difference from March 1.5 135.7 91 5.0 2.0 -0.5
of which:
Debt interest payments -1.9 -7.2 -2.5 -2.0 -1.7
Met social benefits spanding 336 173 8.2 4.5 2.0
Other current expenditure’ 98.0 -0.9 -0.3 0.1 0.6
Met investmant spending 12.0 -0.1 -0.2 0.3 -0.2
Depreciafion 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

March forecost resiabed for the switch frem housing benefit to universal credit, which switches spending from central gevernment
gronts fo local authorities [in other current expenditure) to net social benefits — consisient with the public finance siofisfics ond the

treaiment in cur central scenario.

What do these tables show? | suggest several things.

The first is that the unemployment forecasts do not suggest how bad the OBR thinks
things will get: revenues are down more than unemployment would imply to be
appropriate, meaning that that the OBR think that it is not just employment that will be
down, but also the income of those employed.

Second, the Treasury thinks national insurance will recover quicker than income tax:
are they implying that income from wealth is going to fall more than income from
employment? It is not clear.

Third, corporation tax is hit proportionately the most: this is why the idea that
businesses will invest more, implicit in the forecast and a key basis for recovery, is
wrong.

Fourth, overall the loss of tax revenues contributes at least half of coming deficits. You
can see why the OBR say £60 billion of tax rises are required to put this right: that's
what their model says. They ignore the fact that every penny of tax rises will make the
deficit worse when we are at less than full employment.

Then, fifth, turn to spends. Here the forecast is quite staggering. There is a saving in
interest costs despite increasing deficits, as | have already noted. But then look at the
rest. There are paltry increases in social security costs for millions more unemployed -
meaning that their destitution is planned. In 2021 the forecast 2.2 million extra
unemployed get £17.1 billion between them - if all benefit increases were to go them,
which will not be true. That's £7,860 each. Imagine how that is going to work, if you
will.
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And, sixth, note that is the limit of additional spending. Nothing else changes.

Now, of course there is more to the forecast than these points: this is just a review. But
the central issue is this one, which is that if the unemployment forecast is wrong and
the spending forecasts look very wrong then what hope is there that this forecast has
any credibility at all? | would suggest that there is very little.

My suggestion is that matters are going to be much worse than this forecast suggests
likely. The Office for Budget Responsibility is notorious for being over-optimistic - its
forecasts have almost invariably been so (I think without exception). On this occasion |
think it wildly over-optimistic. And that helps no one at all.

The scale of the crisis we are facing is much bigger than the OBR, which is an agency of
government after all, whatever is claimed for its independence, is willing to admit. And
what we really need are plausible forecasts to see a way through this. | suspect that the
crisis will have to really emerge before we get them. But that does not help anyone.
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