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Introduction

Throughout the long 18 years of Conservative government the Labour party
referred to the issue of increasing social inequalities in health as an area of
particular concern. Before the May 1997 election Labour announced that it
would launch an Independent Inquiry into inequalities in health. The Inquiry
was launched in July 1997, and at the launch Tessa Jowell, the Minister for
Public Health, criticized the health strategy of the previous administration
for “its excessive emphasis on lifestyle issues” which “cast the responsibility back
on to the individual”. Tessa Jowell gave a commitment regarding the Indepen-
dent Inquiry’s findings that these “conclusions, based on evidence, will contrib-
ute to the development of a new strategy for health”.!

The Independent Inquiry report has now appeared.? It presents a wealth of
evidence on the extent and trends of inequalities in health. Together with a large
body of other evidence the new report demonstrates clearly that the last two
decades have seen large and growing inequalities in income in Britain, and that
these have been accompanied by equally stark increasing inequalities in health
and in life chances more generally.

The main task of the Independent Inquiry was to produce recommendations
for policies that could alleviate inequalities in health. In fact 39 recommenda-
tions, many with sets of sub-recommendations, are given. While these contain
some focused policies, the overall force of the recommendations is considerably
weakened by a lack of prioritization; by being inadequately concrete; and by
being uncosted.?

No prioritization

The recommendations are not presented in any hierarchy and the essential fact
that inequalities in health follow closely on inequalities in wealth is under-
emphasized. The one (of 39) sets of recommendations on the necessity to
reduce poverty and income inequalities thus appears to have the same status as
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