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SIR-—Simece Mr Ernest Bevin made his plea a generation ago for more coal to give
weight to his foreign policy our economic decline has been such as to sap the foundations
of our diplomacy. Conversely, I believe that, during the same pericd, much of cur
foreign policy has been such as to contribute to that decline. It is to the interaction of
these deli'cts, spanning my time in the foreign service, that this valedictory despatch is

devoted.

The aciount of our decline
In the immediate aftermath of the war we

continued to rank as one of the great '

powers, admittedly a long way behind the
United States and the Soviet Union but
nevertheless at the same table as them. A
quarter of the world’s population did
after all still belong to the British Com-
monwealth and Empire. I myself was
able to observe Churchill, Attlee and
Bevin dealing on equal terms with Stalin
and Truman at the Potsdam conference
when no German or Frenchman was

~ present. With the eclipse of Empire, and

the emergence of America and Russia, it
was inevitable that we would lose com-
parative power and influence—and to be
sure we have been in relative economic
decline since the middle of the nineteenth
century (when we. were still producing
two thirds of the world’s energy, and half
its iron and cotton cloth and when per
capita income in Britain was over twice
that in Germany and one third greater
than in France). But in the mid-1950s we
were still the strongest European power
militarily and economically. We were
also well ahead of all continental coun-
tries in the development of atomic
energy. . :

It is our decline since then in relation to
our European partners that has been so
marked, so that today we are not only no
longer a world power, but we are not in

the first rank even as a European one.

Inceme per head in Britain is now, for the
first time for over 300 years, below that in
France. We are scarcely in the same
economic league as the Germans or
French. We talk of ourselves without
shame as being one of the less prosperous
countries of Europe. The prognosis for
the foreseeable future is discouraging. If
present trends continue we shall be over-
taken in gdp per head by Italy and Spain
well before the end of the century.

A few figures tell the tale of our
relative decline:

Comparative growth of gdp
since 1954 ,
(based on figures in US § at 1970 prices and
1870 exchange rates)
1854 1860 1977

Britain 100 117 175
France 100 133 297
Germany 100 164 310

In 1954 French gdp was 22% lower than
our own; German gdp was 9% lower. By
1977 French gdp was 34% higher, and
German gdp 61% higher than ours.

gdp per capita (UK=100) since
1954

(based on figures in US $ at 1970 prices and
1870 exchange rates)

1854 1960 1977

Untailored reporting

This valedictory despatch by Sir Nicho-
las Henderson was written as he retired
from the foreign service a few weeks ago
having served successively as Britain’s
ambassador in Bonn and Paris. Sir
Nicholas has subsequently been brought
out of retirement to become ambassador
in Washington. The despatch does not,
needless to say, reach us from him and
was presumably written for very limited
circulation. But it is so unusuaily forth-
right and timely, particularly in its mid-
dle and concluding passages on British
policy in Europe, under governments of
every stripe, as to merit publication
virtually in full.

Productivity (ie, output per person em-
ployed) was about the same in Britain,
France and West Germany in 1954, with
Britain marginally highest. The following
table shows how we have fallen behind
since then. :

Growth of productivity sincs 1954
{based on figures in UUS § at 1975 prices and

1970 exchange rates)
1654 1980 1977

Britain 100 116 168
France | 100 131 266

CGermany 109 140 277

The exchange rate at any one time may
certainly have distorted comparisons of
the purchasing power of the pound in
relation to the franc and the mark, in the
sense that a pound could buy more in
London than its equivalent at the prevail-
ing rate of exchange in Paris and Frank-
furt, with the result that the index figures
for Britain in the above figures may be
too low. But the trends, which are based
on one price level and constant exchange
rates, emerge clearly. ;

As regards percentage of world trade
Britain has likewise declined badly in
relation to France and Germany.

Share of manufactured goods
exported by OECD countries

% at current prices
1954 1860 1077

Britain - 100 100 100 Britain 18.9 15.0 8.5
France . 93 103 141 ‘France 7.2 87 8.9
Germany 83 121 148 Germany 12.2 17.4 18.8
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