Don’t Make the Swedish Mistake!

Polly Toynbee wrote on the 25th of October that Sweden is the “most successful society the world has ever known”. As a Swede, that makes me happy. Unfortunately, this has little to do with reality. The article contains a few false facts and misunderstandings:

· Unemployment is said to be low. But including unemployed on government programmes, it is some 8 per cent. And including the hidden unemployment among those on sick leave and early retirement, it is over 20 per cent. 

· Public services are said to be “second to none”. But the results in schools have been worsening for years. We have among the longest waiting lists for medical treatment in Europe. Often, the media have tragic stories from a deteriorating elderly care.

· Growth is said to be high. But Sweden has fallen from number four in 1970 to number 14 now on the OECD list of countries measured as GDP per capita. If Sweden were a state in the US today, it would be the fifth poorest.

But Toynbee is right that Sweden has been successful. Sweden had a fantastic development between 1890 and 1950. The tax pressure was between 10 and 20 per cent by then. After that, the big state was introduced and the tax pressure has been about 50 per cent since 1980. And since then, the problems have increased.

Among the fifteen countries that were EU members between 1995 and 2004, employment grew faster in eleven countries. Sweden is number four from the end. Employment has indeed decreased four years in a row now. 

One could learn from the early Sweden, but don’t copy the big state! Today, we should learn from reform success. Countries that have done reform – such as Ireland, New Zealand, Estonia, Slovakia and Australia have a rapid increase in prosperity. So could Western Europe.
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