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Brexit, the withdrawal of the United Kingdom (UK) from the European Union (EU), has been kidnapping British politics since June 2016 referendum, wherein almost 52% expressed their opinion through voting to leave (Hunt and Wheeler, 2017), the British government then officially announced the country's departure in March 2017, commencing a process that is now due to end with the country’s withdrawing no later than 31 January 2020 (Cornet, 2019). The causes that this process has become a crisis are diverse, but one of the most relevant and often ignored from the outside is the role and importance of the British National Health System (NHS), which includes the NHS England, NHS Scotland, NHS Wales, and Health and Social Care in Northern Ireland, established in 1948 (Nhs.uk, 2017). After the decades of reforms and cuts by Margaret Thatcher and Tony Blair, the lack of financing and structural problems of the health system determined the Brexit campaign and continues to define British policy.
The British elections of last December 12, 2018 were probably the most important elections in the modern history of the UK. They have been defined as the ‘Brexit Elections’ (Kirby, 2019), since they functioned de facto as a second referendum that will define how and who will carry out the process of leaving the EU, which has been kidnapping British policy and politics for years. On the contrary, the debate on public health has gone more unnoticed outside the country's borders, despite being another of the great themes of these elections: it is the second biggest concern of the British, only surpassed by Brexit.
The reasons for its relevance are two: first, the important role played by the British NHS during the Brexit campaign for the 2016 referendum; and, secondly, the way in which public health could be affected with the UK leaving the EU, which could open the door to a privatisation in which North American companies were involved by the hand of a trade agreement between the UK and the USA.
This report aims to critically evaluate the changes in the British NHS from political perspectives in terms of reforms, privatisation, budget cuts, and others, and especially how Brexit issue is contributing to creating problems for the NHS in the UK.
Discussion
In the 2016 Conservative Party primaries, Andrea Leadsom, well positioned and respected in the Eurosceptic circles, lost the battle against Theresa May, who was not especially popular, by some unfortunate comments days before the vote, when she implied that she could be a better prime minister because of his maternal status (Balls, 2019). Before a general election, the symbolism of each gesture is further amplified. And the question that arises now is the following: Can Boris Johnson lose the longed-for absolute majority for the photograph of a child lying on the floor in an emergency department?
Jack Willment-Barr, four years old, has become the symbol of the British National Public Health System (NHS) crisis (First Draft, 2019). His mother, Sarah Williment, sent the image of the child to the local newspaper ‘Yorkshire Evening Post’ to denounce the more than four hours of waiting they faced in the Leeds hospital, where they went for fear that it was a case of pneumonia (First Draft, 2019). Nevertheless, in the era of social networks, the photo did not take long to star in the cover of the ‘Daily Mirror’ with an interview including the parent promising that, for the first time in her life, she would vote for Labour (First Draft, 2019). The speed with which the Health Minister himself, Matt Hancock, planted himself in the hospital, was only matched by the speed with which the opposition leader, Jeremy Corbyn, began to show the cover of the tabloid in his rallies (Newton Dunn, 2019).
For his part, Johnson’s reaction, tucking in his pocket the mobile of the ITV journalist who insistently asked him about the photograph, put the golden pin on the political-media circus that now stars in the final stretch of the elections (Ardehali, 2019), where the crisis of the NHS (and of bounce, the cuts imposed in its day by a ‘Tory’ Government that has been in power for almost a decade) has eclipsed Brexit itself (Gillett et al., 2019).
British historians often say that Winston Churchill won the war but lost his peace (Rodgers, 1986). The Conservative Prime Minister who led the UK during World War II was defeated with a crash in the first general elections held after Hitler's defeat (Nolan, 2010). On July 5, 1945, Labour Clement Attlee arrived at 10 Downing Street and assumed the difficult task of rebuilding an exhausted and impoverished country after five years of military strife (Bird, 2010). Attlee took advantage of the first absolute majority in the history of Labour to promote the welfare state and create, in 1948, the National Health Service (NHS) (Bird, 2010).
In the last 70 years, public health has become one of the social benefits best valued by the British. In fact, in some surveys such as those of Panelbase and Opinium (UK Polling Report, 2019), the future of the NHS appears as the most important challenge facing the next government, ahead of even Brexit and other recurring issues such as crime, immigration and the economy.
The Trick of the Labour Comeback
If the latest projections of seats give any possibility, however small, that Labor can avoid an absolute majority of the Tories, it is because Jeremy Corbyn has successfully introduced the debate on public health in the final stretch of the electoral campaign (Murray, 2019). The opposition leader has had obvious difficulties in articulating a coherent discourse around Brexit, but has been skilled enough to shift the focus of political dispute towards the NHS (Murray, 2019).
Since the conservatives uprooted government workers in the 2010 elections, hospitals and public health centres have seen their funding cut significantly. Between 1997 and 2010, Labour Prime Ministers Tony Blair and Gordon Brown increased NHS spending to an annual average of 6% (Toynbee, 2013), but that percentage dropped to 1% during the first five years of Conservative David Cameron (Prince, 2012).
A Free Fall System
Waiting times in the emergency department are increasing and, according to NHS data, one in six patients have to wait more than four hours to be treated. In recent weeks, news of the serious problems of public health has appeared in the media. A few days ago, the photograph of a four-year-old boy lying on the floor in the emergency room of a Leeds hospital went around the world, as mentioned earlier. Little Jack, with symptoms of pneumonia, was taken to the emergency room by his parents (First Draft, 2019). The doctors gave him oxygen and gave him a bed. But soon after they took it off to give it to another patient. His mother spread a coat on the floor and placed her son on it, which would spend the next four hours lying on the floor before receiving medical assistance (First Draft, 2019).
The situation is not much better outside the emergency room. The average time to start cancer treatment is 2 months, while the waiting time to receive an ordinary treatment exceeds four months in 15% of cases (Cancer Research UK, 2020). Today, there are four million patients awaiting an operation.  According to a British Social Attitudes survey, the level of satisfaction of the British with the NHS dropped from 70% in 2010 to 53% in 2018 (Robertson, Appleby and Hemmings, 2019).
The UK spends proportionately less money on public health than Germany and France, which are its reference countries by demographic and economic weight. The NHS has, for example, half of nurses per capita than Germany. Personal lack and proof of this is that the British government has identified 100,000 vacancies only in health centres in England (Campbell and O'Carroll, 2019). That more money is needed for the NHS recognised him until the pro Brexit campaign in the 2016 referendum, led by prominent conservatives such as Boris Johnson and Michael Gove (Campbell and O'Carroll, 2019). There is no Briton who does not remember that bus that travelled the four corners of the UK falsely promising that the supposed £350 million that the country would save weekly by leaving the EU would go to public health (BBC News, 2018).
The Shadow of the USA 
In the last decade, Conservative Governments have also increased private sector participation in the provision of the NHS. Corbyn raises fear of a gradual privatisation of public health and denounces that Boris Johnson wants to include the NHS in a future free trade agreement with the United States, something denied by both the British prime minister and President Trump (Perraudin, 2019). In any case, not to feed the suspicions and rumours, Johnson decided to distance himself from the New York tycoon at the recent NATO Summit held recently in London (Umunna, 2019). There was, as is tradition, no bilateral interview between the two Atlantic partners par excellence. Both Conservatives and Labour have in their electoral programs important increases in the NHS budget.  But Corbyn is aware that the evidence of the data and the historic commitment of Labor to public health make their promises more credible. Hence, he has concentrated his electoral strategy on the problems suffered by hospitals and health centres in the country, especially those in England. In Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales, health skills are transferred and the situation is not so alarming.
The electoral campaign has been tremendously polarised and the parties have raised their communication strategies with simple political messages. Boris Johnson has trusted everything to Brexit and has tiptoed through the rest of the issues: Get Brexit done! 
Corbyn, on the other hand, has focused on the need to boost public services and ensure equal opportunities: A United Kingdom for the majority and not just for a few, but not a word from Brexit, aware that the issue divides the bases of his party. What is certain is that the emergence of the public health debate campaign has improved the electoral perspectives of the Labour Party.
Importance of the NHS 
The one that claims to be the world's largest publicly funded health system has been sick for some time. Symptoms become seriously acute in winter. For spring, which is usually when the British hold elections, the pains get better and go to the background.
The problem is that the polls were taken out in the middle of December, an unprecedented circumstance since 1923, and the patient is serious, with the emergency services completely collapsed. Last October in 2018, the worst data were reached since there are records in 2004. Only one in six people was treated before four hours, which is the goal set for hospitals in England (Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales have their own competences). And it happens that the most saturated centres are in the north of England, precisely where the so-called ‘marginal districts’ are located, those where neither Labour nor Conservatives have the guaranteed vote. In short, those where Johnson now plays the absolute majority he needs to get the UK out of the EU.
According to Joe Greenwood (2019), a researcher of electoral processes at the London School of Economics, the NHS is having a great role, especially in the final stretch of the campaign, which is coinciding with a slight rebound in Corbyn. The undecided voter who finally opts for Labour usually does so in recent days. He is a voter who now needs to reaffirm his ideas, and traditionally the defence of the NHS has always been more linked to the party that is now in the opposition (Greenwood, 2019).
The expert believes that in the elections in the end-2019, the ‘Tories’ have between 65% and 70% chance of achieving a large majority (Gregory, 2019). However, it also does not rule out any scenario due to the complex British electoral system, nothing proportional. Only with a change of 3% of votes, the current ‘premier’ could be in serious difficulties. And it would not be the first time the appointment with the polls comes with surprise. After Brexit, the ‘Tories’ ended up losing the absolute majority in 2017 despite starting with an advantage of up to 22 points.
Elections and Hospitals
Since its creation in 1948, the NHS claims to be one of the well-organised, democratic and all-inclusive systems in the world. It was born with the ideal of offering a good service to every resident citizen, regardless of their wealth. It has always been the spoiled child of the British. Hence, Johnson himself used it as a star slogan in the Eurosceptic campaign of the historic 2016 referendum, in which the British had to decide their future inside or outside the EU (Guardian Staff, 2019).
The eccentric politician then toured the country with a red bus, promising that the 350 million pounds that the UK allocated (according to his version) weekly to the EU would be diverted, in case of divorce, to the NHS (BBC News, 2018). The figure proved false (Kentish, 2018). However, it did not matter, because Johnson achieved his purpose: the majority of the electorate opted for Brexit (Kentish, 2018).
Days after the triumph, when on both sides of the English Channel the result was still being digested, Dominic Cummings, brain of the Eurosceptic campaign, gave a talk to Nudgestock, a festival of behavioural sciences, in which he talked about the problems of the ‘Tory brand’ (Behr, 2019). According to him, people believe that the Conservative Party basically does not care about ordinary people, and he has met many conservative deputies and he is sad to say that people are right (Behr, 2019). Most ‘Tories’ do not care about those in the most disadvantaged situations. They do not care about the NHS.
Three years later, the scenario is as follows: Johnson is a candidate for prime minister with Cummings as his chief advisor. And both have to prove that the NHS does matter, because for the electorate it is an equal and more relevant issue than Brexit itself and on which the Labour opposition has traditionally always played a better role. Approximately 100 of the 700 tweets that Johnson has published in recent months have dealt with the NHS, and much of the campaign has been spent visiting hospitals.
According to the polls, the ‘Tories’ now have more confidence than Corbyn, but even so, in each of his interventions, Johnson always has to answer the same question: Is the NHS on the table in the negotiations of a future trade agreement with the US? The fact that the alleged Russian interference in this campaign has been linked to this issue demonstrates to what extent health now plays a decisive role in the most important elections of recent decades in the UK.
Never before have the two main parties fought for the votes, competing for the health issue. However, it has now become a real battlefield. In 2018, Theresa May announced an extra package of £20,000 million annually until 2023 for the NHS (Triggle, 2018). Johnson, who replaced it on Downing Street in July 2019, now promises a game of £2,700 million more to build six hospitals (at the beginning of the campaign, he even spoke up to 40), £2,400 million to boost primary care and £1,800 million to renovate the facilities and buy new equipment (Mueller, 2019).
For their part, the Labour have promised a game of £6,000 million more than promised by the ‘Tories’ until 2024, bringing its total budget to £155,000 million. In this regard, Corbyn’s plan would increase NHS spending by 3.9% annually, in line with the long-term average and above 3.4% planned by Conservatives, but well below the 6% that he lived at the height of the era of Tony Blair (1997-2007).
The Fear of Privatisation
In 2017-18, more than £156,000 million were allocated to the NHS throughout the UK, in other words, 30 pence for every pound used in public services. If we compare what the expenditure represents with respect to the percentage of GDP, the country is in the European average, but behind other important countries.
According to data from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), the UK allocates around 9.8% of its GDP to health, compared with 11.5% of the GDP of the French case or 11% of the German GDP (The Health Foundation, 2017). For its part, Spain spends 9% of its GDP (The Health Foundation, 2017). The economic issue is major, although for the NHS one of its biggest problems has always been the lack of personnel. In England, there are currently almost 100,000 unfilled positions, which include about 40,000 vacancies for nurses and almost 10,000 for doctors (Campbell, 2018). Chaand Nagpaul, head of the British Medical Association (BMA), sees how complicated any government can improve the situation, especially given the great failure harvested when it was aimed at recruiting 5,000 more GPs by 2020 (BMA, 2019). Instead, according to him, they have lost almost 1,000 GPs since 2015 (BMA, 2019).
For decades, the British labour market does not train enough professionals. Until now, it has been foreign workers who completed the demand. 13.1% of the 1.2 million employees that the NHS now has are born outside the UK (Baker, 2019). Around 65,000 are EU citizens, which represents 5.5% of total employees (Baker, 2019). But with Brexit, the situation worsens.
According to the Nursing and Obstetrics Council of England, almost 5,000 professionals from EU countries have abandoned their posts in the last two years. In fact, the number has fallen to historical lows and has gone from 38,024 nurses trained in the EU in March 2017 to 33,035 in March 2019.
Scandals Magnifying the Problem
In recent years, the NHS has experienced different scandals, one of the most serious being the Stafford case. In 2013, it came to light how patients desperately drank the water from dirty vases and even the toilet (Shirbon, 2013). They were dehydrated and with no one to offer them liquid. Others slept for days on their own excrement, remained tied to the bars of the bed or lost their voice screaming for not being able to bear the pain anymore. Chaos was repeated in the halls where stretchers with sick people were stacked in the absence of free rooms (Beckford, 2018).
However, the British do not even want to hear the word privatisation. Although at present, about 7% of the NHS budget is already allocated to private providers, compared to 5% in 2012, when the coalition government of 'Tories’ and Liberal Democrats led by David Cameron carried out one of the major reforms of the system since its creation (Molloy, 2015). In order to “stop the bureaucracy”, the sanitary control was derived to commissions of the local scope and the doors were opened so that private companies could take control of part of the management (Molloy, 2015).
The phantom of privatisation has now returned in the campaign of these elections with confidential government documents published by the Labour opposition. This is 451 pages with details of up to six rounds of talks held from July 2017 to “just a few months ago” between British and American officials about the future trade agreement that could be closed by both countries once the UK leaves the EU (Payne and Bienkov, 2019).
In July, during his controversial state visit to the UK, Donal Trump said everything was on the table. On his last visit to London, on the occasion of the NATO summit, the American has been more restrained and, taught by Johnson's team, has said he does not want the NHS even if it is served on a silver platter (Umunna, 2019). However, the document repeatedly mentions the NHS and the issue of patents for pharmaceutical companies. ‘A priori’, there is no evidence that, in effect, London is planning to privatise the NHS. However, in political terms, Corbyn has not hesitated to accuse the Executive of now putting the public health system on the table. “He has tried to cover it up, but we have brought it to light,” said by the veteran politician, who has never felt comfortable talking about the European issue and, as he did in 2017, is now focusing his entire campaign on domestic issues, with the defence at the end of the NHS above all.
The question is, where did these documents come from? According to a report by Ben Nimmo, Director of Research at Graphika, a social media analysis company, the way in which the text was leaked and then publicised on networks closely resembles the well-known Russian disinformation operation Secondary Infektion (Sabbagh, 2019).
Earlier this year, the Atlantic Council, a group of experts from the United States, showed that Moscow was behind a series of failed attempts to spread false news, translated in up to six languages, in order to destabilise democracies in West (Rawlinson and Mohdin, 2019). Among the hoaxes, a story circulated about how a group of pro-EU Britons planned to assassinate Johnson.
The NHS document was published in October 2019 in Reddit, an internet chat forum, by a user who made grammar mistakes characteristic of Secondary Infektion (Sabbagh, 2019). Nimmo points out that 100% cannot be assured that the Russians are now behind the NHS leak, but stresses that there are too many coincidences (Sabbagh, 2019).
The fact that the Kremlin could be involved demonstrates to what extent the NHS crisis can now have weight in an election in which a handful of votes would snatch Johnson from the seats he needs to execute the EU exit.
[bookmark: _GoBack]This report has critically evaluated the political changes made in the British NHS in terms of reforms, privatisation, budget cuts, and others.  The great emphasis was on the ways in which Brexit issue is contributing to creating problems for the NHS. There is no doubt Brexit has been kidnapping the entire British politics since 2016, and there are different factors making this process very critical, but one of the role and importance of the NHS is one of the most pertinent and frequently ignored factors. After the decades of reforms and cuts by Thatcher and Blair, the lack of financing and structural problems of the health system determines the Brexit campaign and continues to define British politics and policy. The NHS is going through its worst moment in the history of the UK, and the Labour Party has focused its campaign on healing to overcome. The National Public Health System in the UK has always been the spoiled child of the British, and hence the latest health scandals may end up declining the balance in the elections. In 2018, only one in six people was treated before four hours, which is the goal set for hospitals. It has been found that there are currently almost 100,000 unfilled positions in England, which includes about 40,000 vacancies for nursing professionals and almost 10,000 for doctors. So far, Johnson has diverted attention to what he considers the highest priority of his mandate: the investment of the equivalent of €40,000 million extra in the NHS, which languishes like a dying man after the cuts of the decade of austerity. The promise of 50,000 new nurses and between six and forty new hospitals (Johnson has always been random in this numbers) will be something that the British do not easily forget, worried about the possibility that public health falls into the hands of American Corporations in a hypothetical trade deal with Trump.
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