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Comment
A

conversation took place between
a young radical and a young civil
servant at the beginning of the second
term of the Scottish Parliament. The
debate was about who was running
Scotland. The civil servant (like so
many career civil servants) was blithely
of the view that the ‘real business’ of
government was controlled and managed
by civil servants. In his account the
politicians were just decoration.
“Wow, it was you people behind
the abolition of tuition fees?” asked
the radical. “Well, not that one”
admitted the civil servant. “So it was
the banning of warrant sales that you
were masterminding?” “OK, not that
one either”. “Well perhaps it was free
care for the elderly?” “Not that one.”
“Banning fox hunting?” “No.” “McCrone
teachers’ deal?” “No.” “Repeal of anti-gay
legislation?” “No, but you’ve got to look at
the things we prevented.” “Ah, so it’s your
doing that Scottish Water is still a public
utility?” “Hmmm.” “So what exactly is it
that you did?” The answer was vague,
In the early days of the Scottish
Parliament there was a political
expectation that the Parliament would
be used to pursue political programmes.
There is of course a legacy issue here there were lots of pieces of legislative
activity that were pending as a hangover
from the Thatcher regime and a number
of other outstanding issues which could
not be properly addressed in Scotland
through the previous constitutional
settlement. There was a backlog. But that
does not in itself explain where we are
now.
Where are we? Well try to imagine
the same conversation today. The civil
servant would be pointing to things like
privatisation of the North Link ferry, the
splitting up of the ScotRail franchise, the
Creative Scotland business model, the
ongoing ‘debate’ about the privatisation
of Scottish Water and an awful lot of
low-level activity (who gets appointed
to what, who gets this contract, that
contract). On the other hand, Scottish
Water hasn’t been privatised, prescription
charges have been abolished, privatised
prisons have been stopped.
It would be possible to argue at
length over all of these things, but it
seems irrefutable that in comparison
to the early days of devolution, the
proportion of the business being
discussed in Parliament and the

The ensnaring of Scottish politics by vested interests did not happen overnight
and an alternative was possible. But we are left with oligarchy nevertheless.
balance of legislative priority has tipped
significantly away from the shared social
and democratic agenda of the early days
of devolution.
Why? Well,
the transition
from the brave
new world of early
devolution to now
is not an unbroken
line. There have been gains as well as
losses - the end of PFI is a gain (although
its replacement might reasonably be
considered a partial gain by the civil
servant). An increasing emphasis on
universal services and an end to ‘copayment’ is a gain. But in so much else
the gains are to commercial interests.
There are a number of reasons for
this:
• The civil service has quickly got used
to the dynamics of devolution and
has become better able to manage it.
• There has been a continuous
increase in the extent to which the
commercial lobbyists have entwined
themselves into public life.
• The accountancy firms and the
consultancy sector have infiltrated
decision-making, pushing
government towards a neoliberal
analysis.
• The culture of the public sector has
been corrupted with alien concepts
like the ‘bonus culture’ inserting
itself into the top layers of decisionmaker
• The Scottish media has been
hollowed out and there is little
scrutiny of this process.
The left of the political parties in
Scotland have made great sport of
identifying the blame for this in their
opponents. The Labour left is convinced
that Alex Salmond is a neoliberal
evangelist (Tony Blair was a blip, a
mistake). The SNP left just shouts ‘New
Labour’ as if that is sufficient defence
(those letters to Sir Fred were just a blip,
a mistake).
Both are wrong - in Scotland all the
parties of government have a decidedly
mixed relationship to commercial power.
Donald Dewar brought PFI to Scotland
with enthusiasm - and PFI was the
beachhead from which most subsequent
invasions began. Jack McConnell’s
doctrine of ‘do less, better’ was basically a
neoliberal invitation to vested interests we’re not going to try anything too new,

rather we’re going to obsess about the
efficiency of what we’re already doing. It
could almost have been phrased as ‘please
come and see if
there is a way that
you can redesign
what we’re already
doing in a way that
doesn’t cause too
much disruption
but makes us look like we know what
we’re doing - we’ll make it worth your
while...’ Then along came the SNP which
at the time acted at least in part as if the
prospectus for independence was the
complete merger of the state and RBS.
(And any Lib Dem’s reading needn’t get
too comfortable - it is your party that is
the leading advocate of the privatisation
of Scottish Water.)
And so the hope of a Parliament
that was the home of a lively debate
about the priorities of the people of
Scotland has become all too much like
a wrestling match of vested interests.
The more obvious ones - the openly
partisan lobbyists - are perhaps least to
blame. The many interest groups that
represent business were hardly secretive
and if the parliamentary committees
and government inquiries were always
packed with these people (usually at the
exclusion of everyone else) then they are
hardly to be blamed.
But who is to blame for the godawful fake business-school model that is

“Do less, better”
was basically a
neoliberal invitation
to vested interests
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creative Scotland? The CBI didn’t lobby
for that. And how did government come
to think it was OK for the Chief Exec
of Scottish Enterprise to take a paid job
from a big commercial firm that is a
client of her organisation - and still keep
her day job? That isn’t the fault of an
interest group.
It is the infection of the system. It
is the result of the belligerent practices
of the commercial interests allied to the
rather pathetic instincts of some career
politicians and many in the media to
‘be liked’ by people with money. It is
the arrogance of the civil service which
believes it is really driving the bus. It is
about a media sector which does not
understand
The thing that is so dispiriting about
all of this is that it has been so utterly
predictable. The Scottish Parliament was
born to be open and honest - what else
was a commercial system which operates
on secrecy, mistruths and intimidation
meant to do?
There is a name for this form
of social organisation. It describes a
circumstance where “a small group of
people having control of a country,
organisation, or institution”. It’s called
oligarchy. And it is not inevitable. If
the last ten years has seen the rise of
the Scottish oligarch then it reminds us
there was a time before their dominence.
Reform isn’t only necessary, it’s actually
possible.

Where does this stuff come from?
Did you assume that public policy is a democratic thing? Well how do you
explain these?

W

here does public policy come
from? Political parties created to
represent different political viewpoints
put forward manifestos full of good ideas
for how to run society and then through
the process of democratic elections
whichever party comes up with the best
ideas gets elected and implements them,
right? Well, if that’s true, where did the
following ideas come from?
WATER PRIVATISATION
No policy in the public domain
has had such a persistent shelf-life with
so little political support. It fills the
pages of the Scotsman on a regular
basis, seems to find its way into every
submission to government from the CBI
and has a media profile massively out of
proportion to its significance. Generally
if you saw this you would assume there
was one lead ‘political communications’
company leading the charge on behalf of
one identifiable client. But there isn’t. If
one was cynical one might imagine that
the whole of ‘vested interests Scotland’
was desperate to make sure no successful
enterprise was allowed to remain in
public ownership for the collective
benefit of all...
RAIL FRANCHISE
Later in this issue Mick Whelan
explains why the idea of breaking up
the ScotRail franchise into four bits is a
very stupid idea - although one might
have believed that would be self evident
anyway. So where did this idea come
from? There is no public call from any
group for this policy, no overt lobbying,
no media campaign. Is this the work of
one of the Big Four accountancy firms
advising on the process? Is it the work of
civil servants? In either case, have they
declared their interests? And above all,
why did the Scottish Government go
along with it?
TUITION FEES
Almost everyone in the Scottish
higher education sector had resigned
itself to the fact that not only were they
not getting top-up fees but that the fee
they would get for other UK students
coming to Scotland to study would be

fairly modest and flat rate - they had
been told that the Scottish Government
was opposed to marketisation. They were
therefore quite delighted to discover
that they were instead getting fees every
bit as deregulated and marketised as
their English counterparts. Was this the
outcome of secret lobbying by a small
group of university principals? Was it
a mini-coup by an Education Minister
personally known to favour fees? Was this
a small act of revenge by civil servants
who believed the abolition policy to be a
mistake?
NORTH LINK FERRIES
It was with very little fanfare that
the Scottish Government announced
that it was privatising North Link ferries.
Given that the Scottish Government is
opposed to privatisation as a matter of
principle, what managed to overcome
their principles on this occasion?
Presumably it was that perennial problem
of the governmental legal advice telling
the Government that principles are (in
this case) illegal. Even though it has been
proved on a number of occasions that
governmental legal opinion has a habit of
incorrectly ‘proving’ that anything isn’t in
the interests of the private sector is illegal,
did politicians just go along with this? Or
is it possible that the process was in fact
handled by ‘independent consultants’? In
that case, was there a careful process of
declaring conflicts of interest? And did
Cabinet Ministers try and fight back?
CREATIVE SCOTLAND
Like some sort of king among bad
policy decisions lies Creative Scotland.
What good can be said of this mess?
Instead of supporting the arts it has been
reinvented as if by a overly precocious
first-year business studies student
overcompensating for being at an
unfashionable university. It is a hotchpotch of neoliberal mumbo-jumbo which
has extended its remit to cover, well, just
about anything and has sacrificed the
support of cultural excellence for a facile
‘investment’ rhetoric. It has united the
arts community in disgust and has the
support of virtually nobody. So how did
it happen? It is probably all the net result
4

of the civil service’s practice of putting
‘its kind of guy’ in charge of designing
everything. In this case a merchant
banker openly disdainful of artists. But
even so, how could it go through endless
consultations and numerous fights and
still not end up with something better
than this? Perhaps because the business
model (in this case) considers the client
to be the problem. This debacle seems
to have manufactured itself out of pure
ideology.
POLICE MERGER
Did Scotland’s politicians get into
politics because they wanted to merge
police forces? Certainly, while every
party seemed to want to jump on the
bandwagon, none seem to have thought
it up. So who did? It wasn’t really the
police collectively that was so keen on
this, but perhaps the main source was a
few powerful people in the police who
did. Alternatively, since mergers make
a lot of money for consultants and it is
consultants that advise on mergers, did
one of the Big Four accountancy firms
have a quiet day and so hunted around
for something to drum up some business
for themselves?
MENTAL HEALTH
As you may have read in the last
issue of the Scottish Left Review, the
Scottish Government used to have a
good and progressive policy on the use of
antidepressants as a one-trick solution to
mental health policy - and then it didn’t.
There was no noticeable public debate
on this subject, just a u-turn. Could one
expect that this is a result of clinicians
changing their thinking? Or alternatively
is this an outcome of Big Pharma not
making quite as much of a killing out
of Scotland’s sick and vulnerable as it
otherwise might?
These are simply a few examples
of policies which seem to have emerged
from an indistinct space somewhere
outside the realms of democratic politics,
and in some cases even outside extended
public debate. There are of course many,
many others. We might all benefit from
asking some harder questions in future.

Who needs democracy when
you’ve got money?
As the networks of corporate influence have incessantly increased in Scotland,
the blurring and merger of commercial and political interests have followed. A
network of civil servants, lobbyists, think tanks, political groups and the media
are now taking the lead in setting the public agenda. In private.

L

obbying has been much in the news
of late. There have been several
exposès of what Cameron in opposition
described as “the next big scandal” facing
the political class, involving private
dinners for party donors at No 10,
unofficial advisors acting as a lobbying
conduits in the case of Adam Werrity,
and lobbying consultants with strong
Tory connections trading in privileged
access to government. Anyone following
the Leveson Inquiry closely will have
noticed many revealing insights into
how influence works in both public and
private in British politics, comprising
the close contact between News
International’s executives and in-house
lobbyists and government (notably No
10 and DCMS), to the offers of tactical
support from News International’s
friends in Government (in both London
and Edinburgh) in return for practical
support from News International’s
publications for the politicians and
parties concerned. While the News
International case is exceptional in the
sense that it is also very much a story
about the media and has a high public
profile, it is at the same time quite
typical of how governments routinely
interact with big business. As Leveson
grapples with the challenge of securing
media freedom and rebuilding trust in
the media-politics nexus it is perhaps
worth thinking too about how trust and
accountability in lobbying-politics nexus
can be developed.
For many democrats the hallmark of
a pluralistic political system is the ability
of various social groups to participate in
policy making and influence legislation.
The health and vibrancy of a political
culture can be understood not simply
in the competition between political
parties for power, but in the interaction
between parties and wider civil society.
Issues and causes can be brought into
the political arena by campaigns and
coalitions who organise and mobilise
to have their concerns recognised and

acted upon by decision makers. The
absence (or even suppression) of such
dialogue and exchange is symptomatic of
closed political systems and failed states.
While many can agree on the principle
of rights to participation and petition,
the realisation of such ideals in practice
is much more problematic than many
liberals care to
admit.
It is useful
to conceive
of lobbying
quite broadly
as strategy and
action intended
to influence
decision-making.
One reason to
think this way
is that this is
exactly how
many lobbyists
see the challenge
of getting their
preferences
adopted in
policy or enacted
in legislation
or regulation.
The testimony
and documents
disclosed at
Leveson regarding
NI’s efforts to take
over BSkyB show
this very clearly.
An irony of this
saga is that the power of NI through its
ownership of partisan newspapers gave
the bid for BSkyB a visibility that made it
difficult to accomplish politically. Hence
Jeremy Hunt’s remark to NI lobbyist
Frederic Michels on the need to build
“political cover” for his decision-making.
Another important distinction to
make when thinking about lobbying is
differentiating between specific interest
lobbying and class-wide lobbying. The
former is the kind of direct lobbying

for individual commercial advantage as
practiced by NI in pursuit of its interest
in BSkyB. Class-wide lobbying tends to
be undertaken by leading peak business
organisations like the CBI or the IoD,
and in the Scottish case organisations
like SCDI and other prominent trade
associations. Class-wide lobbying
is aimed at
influencing the
general direction
of travel for
public policy, for
example increasing
competitiveness,
or embedding
‘sustainability’ as a
core policy driver
for development.
It is the battle
for ideas and
ideology rather
than seeking
direct benefits or
subsidies. This
kind of lobbying
creates a climate
for investment
and sets the
conditions under
which individual
companies and
organisations
undertake their
own direct
lobbying. So,
to use the NI
example again,
the overarching policy goal of the
government is to deliver a world-class
knowledge economy, of which the
media is one part. In this context the
government seek to ensure that the
media sector is competitive (again,
echoing the agenda of business lobbying
more generally) while protecting the
pluralism of the UK media system. News
International, and indeed the media
lobbies which opposed their takeover of
BSkyB, conducted their lobbying with a

For many democrats
the hallmark of a
pluralistic political
system is the ability
of various social
groups to participate
in policy making
and influence
legislation. The
health and vibrancy
of a political culture
can be understood
not simply in the
competition between
political parties for
power, but in the
interaction between
parties and wider
civil society.
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heavy focus on these issues. The fact that
there were organised interests and groups
which opposed the Murdoch takeover
of BSkyB is seen by many to show
that lobbying is essentially democratic
and pluralist. However, more careful
critics have noted that the competition
for political favour of one commercial
interest pitted against other commercial
interests is simply not the same as having
organised public interests participating
in policy debate, articulating noncommercial arguments. The relative
weakness or absence of organised public
interests is perhaps one of the major
structural problems in terms of lobbying
in advanced liberal democracies. For
instance in the on-going debate over
financial regulation in the wake of the
banking crash, the battalions of lobbyists

working for banks and financial services
far outnumber those representing
‘consumer’ interests.
It is quite clear that lobbying
involves much more than simply making
representations to elected representatives.
Preserving the sacrosanct relationship
between MP/MSP and constituent is
often seen as emblematic of all that is
good in our representative democracy.
Business lobbyists like to suggest their
access to politicians is simply another
expression of this basic democratic right,
equating the petitioning by an individual
or concern citizen as analogous to the
systematic and coordinated targeting
of resources and political intelligence
by transnational corporations on the
political decision making apparatus.
Moreover, translating access into

6

influence is a key task for professional
lobbyists. Contemporary lobbying
does not simply seek to address elected
representatives. Very often the targets
are ministers, their advisors, senior civil
servants, regulators and other opinion
formers (for example in the media, key
bloggers) and experts (in academia, think
tanks etc). It is widely recognised that
Parliament is no longer the centre of
political power and action, and lobbying
has therefore quickly adapted to this
reality.
So, where then does lobbying take
place, who is involved, and what do they
actually do? Lobbying is often shrouded
in secrecy, and those involved would
generally like to keep it that way. By and
large lobbying is a corporate activity.
While many charities and NGOs lobby it

is quite clear that the lobbying resources
of business dwarf those available to other
sectors of society.
Corporate and commercial lobbyists
have the capacity, expertise and interest
to intervene in policy debates. They are
often invited to sit on various task-forces
and quasi-official bodies and agencies.
They routinely respond to government
consultations on matters that may affect
their interests. Corporations are now
partners to government in the planning
of public policy and the delivery of
public services. Business lobbyists are
regularly to be found at events and
fora where they can be in contact with
politicians and decision makers. This
includes participating in parliamentary
cross-party
groups on
specific policy
issues (where
they sponsor
events, and
sometimes
provide the
support to run
the groups),
attending party
conferences
and sponsoring
fringe seminars or research on a topic
related to their interests. This is where
think tanks fit into the lobbying picture.
As Patricia Hewitt (now an advisor to
Alliance Boots, BT and private equity
firm Cinven) admitted to an undercover
reporter for Dispatches just before the
2010 general election “the think tank
and seminar route is a very good one [for
lobbying]… Can we invite Minister X
to give a seminar on this subject? Your
client would then sponsor the seminar
and you do it through the think tank.
And that’s very useful, because what
you get for your sponsorship is basically
you sit next to the minister”. Thus
seemingly independent debate, research
and analysis has its origins in the strategy
of corporate lobbyists to influence the
climate of opinion on a particular issue.
Such dialogue and research can then
be used by lobbyists as ‘evidence’ for
particular policy ideas they are interested
in promoting. Through sponsorship (of
seminars, debates, awards ceremonies,
and the like, as well as corporate
hospitality at sporting and cultural
events) lobbyists meet ministers and
their advisors. This is a form of privileged
access in the sense that non-commercial
organisations usually don’t have the
budgets to devote to such political

courtship. It should also alert us to the
social side of lobbying – it is a contact
sport and considerable time and effort
is devoted to building relationships with
key political influentials.
On the Scottish scene there are
currently over 80 cross party groups in
Holyrood. There are also the regular
policy seminars, breakfast briefings,
dinners, awards ceremonies run by
organisations like SCDI, IoD, CBI
Scotland, the Law Society, Scottish
Chambers of Commerce, the David
Hume Institute, Holyrood magazine,
Demos Scotland, etc. On top of this
there are numerous receptions in the
Garden Lobby at Holyrood and other
hotels and conference centres across
the city. You
quickly see how
space is opened
up for constant
contact
between
decision-makers
and outside
interests.
Added to
the dense and
overlapping
social and
professional networks among the political
class in Scotland is the phenomena of
the revolving door, where individuals
move in and out of government to work
in the private sector, often on the same
policy issues where they once held some
public trust or responsibility. The offer,
or expectation of an offer, of future
employment can have a powerful impact
on how civil servants and regulators
discharge their duties. As Jack Abramoff
- the convicted and disgraced Republican
lobbyist in the US - observed, from the
moment a potential job offer is mooted:
“we owned them. And what does that
mean? Every request from our office,
every request of our clients, everything
that we want, they’re gonna do. And not
only that, they’re gonna think of things
we can’t think of to do!”
Such networks and revolving doors
exist in Scotland. People routinely move
between party politics, lobbying, public
relations and media. The careers of
political insiders easily straddle public and
private sectors as the vagaries of elections
mean that many elected representatives,
perhaps in marginal constituencies,
inevitably have one eye on what they
might do next. As will their staff. The
contacts and know-how of senior insiders
are marketable commodities in the world

Added to the dense and
overlapping social and
professional networks
among the political
class in Scotland is
the phenomena of the
revolving door
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of commercial lobbying.
In Scotland the business of lobbying
expanded massively with the advent of
devolution. While some public figures
mocked the ‘pretendy’ Parliament
lobbying consultancies set up offices
before the first Holyrood elections,
and large corporations began to invest
in their public affairs capacity. These
were strategic investments designed to
ensure that interests could be represented
to this new decision-making body.
Despite some early concerns about
lobbying sleaze at Holyrood the lobbying
industry has consolidated its position
in Scottish public life, free from any
meaningful obligation for transparency
and accountability. The Association
for Scottish Public Affairs (ASPA) now
boasts some 50 members, including
consultancies and law firms, offering
lobbying services to those who can
pay. In addition, in-house lobbyists for
industries from oil to renewables, alcohol
to water, pharmaceuticals to farming,
are all well established players on the
Edinburgh scene. Another significant
player in lobbying in Scotland is the
voluntary and charitable sector, many
of whom are as well networked as their
corporate counterparts.
All the interactions between outside
interests and elected representatives
is part and parcel of contemporary
democracy. A necessary element to
ensuring such contacts are legitimate is
for those involved to be held accountable.
It is very difficult to see how lobbying
can be accountable without proper
transparency (i.e. a serious disclosure
regime where the public can see who is
trying to shape policy, what resources and
communication strategies are used etc.).
The evidence to the Leveson inquiry
is a sobering reminder of the nature,
scope and scale of lobbying, and that
this form of politics routinely avoids
scrutiny and is thereby unaccountable.
The mooted private member’s bill
on lobbying at Holyrood is to be
welcomed if it promotes transparency
and accountability. Without such the
public will effectively be in the dark
about how policy making is shaped in
Scotland, which may suit some lobbyists
but is unlikely to serve the wider public
interest.
Will Dinan is Lecturer in Sociology,
University of the West of Scotland
and steering committee of ALTER EU
(Alliance for Lobbying Transparency
and Ethics Regulation in Europe).

More thief than watchdog
T

o state that accounting plays an
essential regulatory function under
capitalism is quite different from saying
it is ‘objective’. Especially in the context
of privatisation, it is often used as a
legitimacy device or psychological prop
for government decision-making. More
than this, with record revenues of some
£103 billion worldwide for 2011, the big
accounting firms represent a large section
of capital in their own right. In this
way, accounting practice is increasingly
about aggressively forwarding particular
interests and jostling for their own
competitive advantage.
To understand this development we
need to place this in the context of how
neoliberalism has affected the regulatory
spheres as compared to that during the
social democratic period. This does not
mean arguing that accountants were
ever neutral providers of information
to decision-makers with some ‘golden
age’ of accounting. At a minimum they
have to provide information to help
ensure the smooth running of the market
and to maintain its legitimacy so those
investing have some faith that they are
a reasonable reflection of underlying
economic activity. They are thus central
in providing the conditions for profitable
investment. This is and always will be a
political act. There has, however, been
an important shift from accountants
as state professionals to commercial
entrepreneurs in their own right.
The changes taking place under
neoliberal reform are also reflected in the
changing income streams received by the
big accounting firms. As more and more
firm income comes from consultancy,
these fees are at risk if you threaten to
refuse to sign off the accounts. In other
words, if you cause problems, you will
not be asked back to the party. This is
noticeably at odds with a now rather
ironic early history of Arthur Andersen
which takes great pride in advertising
its willingness to refuse to sign off the
accounts of a railway company, believing
this decision showed integrity and
professionalism. As accounting firms
move away from their more traditional
role as auditors, this regulatory function
is arguably weakening by the day. In
other words, the interests of one section
of capital (the accounting firms) do not
necessarily equate with the interests of

capital as a whole. One example of how
this conflict emerges lies in the growing
market for selling tax avoidance schemes.
Any pretence to professional ethics
has been increasingly diminished by
the production and distribution of tax
products sold to the super rich, where
the consequent burden of taxation
falls on those least able to avoid it and
least able to pay. The intensification of
competition has increasingly led to the
drive for accounting firms to search and
create new markets. Tax avoidance is one
important part of this and as accountants
continue to profit from this business it is

their tax products, seemingly aware
of the potential legal implications of
non-disclosure of their tax products.
Effectively, they decided that any fines
would be insignificant compared to the
additional income raised. As part of a US
Senate Committee report, an internal
email from a senior KMPG official
estimated that the cost of not disclosing
would be only $14,000 out of every
$100,000 raised. This is hardly much of a
disincentive to change this practice.
In addition, the accounting
rules permit considerable freedom for
companies to avoid taxation. Companies

ordinary people who rely on state-funded
public services who lose out. The HMRC
itself points out that tax avoidance loses
the UK economy some £42 billion but
research from the Tax Justice Network
puts the figure at some £69.9 billion.
This whole process is shrouded
in secrecy. KMPG has previously
encouraged clients to sign nondisclosure agreements about use of

do not have to disclose how much
tax they pay in each country, being
permitted to show only their total global
tax bill. Herein lies another part of the
problem. Much is made of the difference
between tax evasion (illegal) and tax
avoidance (legal) but such distinctions
become increasingly blurred when
companies are operating in a number of
different countries containing different
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The role of accountancy firms has changed from protecting the public from
businesses to protecting businesses from the public. Danny McGreggor
explains how they get rich at our expense by distorting policy.
laws. Rather than falling pray to such
diversions, however, as the recent debate
on avoidance shows these disputes will
be worked through in practice and reflect
class divisions more generally.
Rather than seeing the Big Four
as playing a valuable public service
function, therefore, we should recognise
that their role lies in freeing corporations
from taxation rather than ensuring
collection. In this vein, a Unison 2003
report has shown how accountants are
involved in advising governments on
tax policy whilst simultaneously helping
their corporate clients get round such
policies: “The firms are participating in
a lucrative party game where they are
involved in building the retaining walls
and planning the escape system” (p. 8).
Despite all the discourse about corporate
social responsibility, it is unclear how
ensuring companies pay no tax fits with
even this very limited concept.
The question we could ask is
whether there is any economic activity
taking place in the various tax havens
and personal tax schemes used or if it
is merely a means to avoid taxation.
Of course, this would require political
will and would be a great deal easier
if the government were not intent on
decimating the very infrastructure for
this same tax collection.
Despite news to the contrary, it
seems extremely unlikely that David
Cameron is ‘shocked’ by any of this and
even less willing to do anything about it.
However, the role of accountants is
not limited to the now well publicised tax
avoidance industry. They have also been
central to forwarding PFI schemes across
the UK. It will come as no surprise to
note that PFI is seriously big business. By
1999, PwC was responsible for contracts
worldwide worth £22 billion and by
2000, it has advised the government on
90 UK PFI’s worth a total of £8.3 billion
(Unison, 2002). By 2009, contracts for
£60 billion of capital assets had been
siphoned off.
At a time when the government was
attempting to drive through privatisation
policy, rather than have the potential for
elements of the state bureaucracy opposing
them, the big accounting firms could be
relied upon to provide the ‘right answer’
and to effectively facilitate the transition.
The partisan nature of the Big Four is most

obviously evidenced in their sponsoring of
projects supporting PFI and PPP.
The logic behind this is that the
big accounting firms have an economic
interest in the success of the privatisation
project. Since accounting firms represent
sections of capital in their own right,
they have an interest in the liberalisation
of the economy. Moreover, there are
a number of ways that privatisation
provides a market for accounting
services. Accountants help to prepare the
business case, arrange finance and advise
governments. Specifically, they provide
briefings to governments training them
in PFI project management, project
finance and negotiating skills (although
the contracts drawn up under PFI may
question to what extent ‘roll over and die’
is a meaningful negotiating strategy).
The myth of impartiality is even
more discredited when we consider that
accountants simultaneously advise clients
on bids whilst recommending tenders to
governments. On occasion, it can even
recommend its own business partners.
Put simply, the increased profitability of
its clients benefits the accountants who
work for them and so the ‘money-goround’ can continue apace.
In addition, accountants are
responsible for developing government
policy with respect to PFI as well as
drawing up the rules on which PFI deals
are based. One example of this is the
development of the value for money
tests which were required to allow the
PFI projects to go ahead. This also had
an important ideological impact as this
type of commercial appraisal changes
the ethos of public service provision,
reducing it to certain measurable outputs.
New academic research has now shown
how these tests systematically understated
the cost of PFI to the public sector and
the potential for private profiteering
(Cuthbert and Cuthbert, 2012).
Far from providing a neutral
technical role then, accountants have
helped to design and implement the PFI
schemes, but they have also used their
role as ‘technical experts’ to offer proprivatisation propaganda. Governments
sought vindication for a controversial
policy and the accountants were happy to
oblige. A report by Arthur Andersen in
the year 2000, argued PFI had provided
17 per cent savings on average. This
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same report was then used to export
accounting and consulting services
outside the UK. Similarly, PwC wrote a
report in 2001 fawning over the benefits
of PFI. This was exclusively based on
a series of stories from the very same
senior managers who introduced the
PFI schemes! Many words may spring to
mind but neutral is not one of them.
Although the Scottish Government
has stopped further PFIs from taking
place, it is still responsible for meeting
the terms of the existing contracts.
However, this does not mean there is
nothing which can be done.
In conclusion, not only do
accountants allow for the deterioration
of state finances through tax avoidance
but they are implicated in the transfer of
wealth from state to capital by facilitating
privatisation. Unaccountable and
unelected, their role must be challenged.
Of course, the networks of unaccountable
power of which accountants are a part will
always exist whilst economic and political
power is concentrated in the hands of
a tiny minority. However, this does not
mean that there are not immediate actions
that could be taken to shift the balance
to the immediate benefit of ordinary
people. The cost, the poor service
quality and the lack of accountability
are well documented within PFI. It
seems worthwhile to look into ways
to rip up these contracts. As part of a
full inquiry into the terms of PFI, the
Scottish Government should ensure the
big accounting firms are investigated for
providing misleading information leading
to substantial government and local
authority losses. The argument here is that
they were implicit in providing misleading
financial information and were influenced
by the interests of their corporate clients.
On tax avoidance, the Scottish
Government have been notably quiet.
A commitment after independence
to a crackdown on tax avoidance and
greater funding for staff to carry out
this role would be welcome. Combining
this with greater financial penalties and
legal punishments for accountants who
deliberately undermine state finances
would also be a welcome start to a
process that seems long overdue.
Danny McGreggor is doing a PhD at
Strathclyge University

Always check your blind spots
I

do not want to be writing this, I want
to be reading it. But we have found it
very difficult to identify an author.
The brief was straightforward (when
we were commissioning this issue we
originally conceived this as two separate
articles). We wanted to find a writer
with sufficient understanding of the
upper echelons of the civil service to
explain how it operates and to explore
its networks and interactions. We also
wanted to find someone who was close
enough to the ‘Scottish establishment’
to explain how it works, who it is, what
it thinks and what it wants. But (and
herein lies the problem) we needed
someone who could write from a critical
left perspective.
If you rule out the people who are
very critical but have no insider access,
the people with insider access who have
no intention of being critical and the
people who have some access and are
critical but are supplicants (for public
funding or in academia for public
contracts), there aren’t many people left
over.
Let me illustrate this. We
approached (and had a very amicable
exchange with) a member of Edinburgh’s
New Club. This is the members’ club of
choice of the real movers-and-shakers
in Edinburgh. We asked said member if
he might tell us about his view of how
the club related to power structures in
Scotland. His response (initially) was
that the idea that the New Club was a
sort of ‘conspiracy against the people of
Scotland’ was a tired old cliché that was
dragged out far too often. So I went to
check.
As far as I can discover, the last time
there was a media story about the New
Club in any Scottish daily newspaper
was in 2004 - and that was a ‘puff piece’
about a book about the Club’s history
(which was mainly for its own members,
according to the story). Wikipedia
contains a total of 85 words on the
institution, half about the building in
which it is housed. I tried to find a book
on the subject and the only one I can
find which is available for purchase is
a secondhand historical volume from
1938.
I point all of this out only to
suggest that this is a ‘tired old cliché’
with remarkably little exposure. Rather

than being the victims of perpetual
impertinent prying and innuendo,
members of Edinburgh’s New Club seem
to me to be virtually invisible from the
moment they cross the threshold.
Does this matter? Well, the idea that
people get together in the New Club to
plot the fall of Western Democracy is
of course silly. Then again, I don’t think
that is the suggestion anyone is making.
I have known and worked for a number
of people who are members of the New
Club. Some were very senior figures in
public sector Scotland and they come
from both sides of the policy ecosystem
(i.e. some were policy-makers and others
were policy -influencers with others again
falling into the category of opinionformers). Of course, I have no idea what
they talk about in their closed circles
(my potential author is adamant that it
is much more banal and mundane than
one might imagine). But this I can assert
with confidence; somehow, in some way,
a mechanism exists which enables the
development and transmission of shared
viewpoints among a very senior group of
people in society.
And it operates remarkably quickly.
One of the moments when I saw
this (most of it is hidden) involved a
conversation I was on the fringe of which
stuck in my mind at the time because
of the oddness of the formulation of
language used. One very senior figure
in the Scottish establishment used a
strange turn of phrase which sounded
out of place. It related to a current event
at the time and I had never heard this
phrase before. But I heard it again from
a completely different source later in the
day, also from a very senior source. Not
a similar sentiment, a precise replication
of phrase word-by-word. Two days
later I read exactly the same phrase in
a Scottish national daily newspaper by
a writer I would describe as ‘Scottish
establishment’.
Now, it is possible that a whole host
of people just happened to come up with
the same formulation of words, but they
were too specific and too odd for that
to be true. And it was also possible that
this was a commonly-used phrase I had
just missed. So I asked a lot of people
I know if they had heard this. Apart
from a couple who had read the phrase
in the media article mentioned, no-one
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had (and all also thought it a strange
combination of words).
These words had a very particular
meaning. Roughly the implication of
the phrasing was ‘I’m a Scottish citizen
too and so don’t tell me that I don’t
understand the people of Scotland
because I’m one of them’. This was in
the context of anger at elite bankers and
it was being used by senior members of
the Scottish elite to justify themselves
and distance them from the bankers from
whom they had until very recently been
indistinguishable.
Does any of this matter? Well, yes,
it very much does matter. The tale above
demonstrated that in the course of a day
or two a senior civil servant, a senior
leader in Scottish society and a senior
media commentator had collectively
agreed a shared self-justification which
was then relentlessly pushed to protect
all three from perfectly reasonable
allegations that, in their separate ways,
all three were genuinely complicit in the
RBS-takes-over-Scotland debacle that
predated the financial crash. Each had
played an important role in entwining
RBS in Scottish life to such an extent
that it was not only too big to fail
economically, in Scotland it was too big
to fail politically.
Oh, and just as a reminder, these
three are supposed to be the checks
and balances against each other. One
the keeper of the public purse, one an
independent leader part funded by the
public purse, one a ‘freedom of the
press is the most important thing to
democracy’ journalist.
Another story that stuck in my
mind: in 2006-07 the then Scottish
Executive policy was to keep Scottish
Water in public hands (with a bit
of an open mind on the question of
mutualisation). The Water Industry
Commission for Scotland is a NonDepartmental Public Body (quango)
with the role of regulating the publiclyowned Scottish Water. It’s Chief
Executive then was Alan Sutherland.
That year WICS privately commissioned
a London-based consultancy to ‘consider
different options of ownership for
Scottish Water’ (against government
policy). They called this ‘Project
Checkers’ (perhaps because this game is
about ‘capturing’ passive opponents) and

Public policy in Scotland is heavily influenced by an informal network of
powerful people - but unless you are one of them you will know almost nothing
about it, argues Robin McAlpine
kept it completely secret - it was never
published. The project cost £209,000 of
public money. Of this £17,606.00 went
to a non-executive director of two private
water companies owned by the world’s
biggest transnational water corporation
which would clearly benefit from
privatisation. The report concluded that
privatisation was the way forward.
That story again; a senior civil
servant (effectively) who is there to
implement government policy decides to
use public money to build a case to lobby
against government policy and does so by
employing (at significant public expense)
someone with a very clear commercial
conflict of interests, producing the only
outcome that was possible given the
methodology used - a plea for another
giant handover of a profitable public asset
to the private sector.
This seems to me to go beyond any
reasonable role the civil service should
enact. Anyone who believes the civil
service (at a senior level) is a politically
neutral entity hasn’t spent much time
in policy circles. Lobbying for changes
in policy is routine - to my certain
knowledge senior civil servants lobbied
other senior figures in Scottish society for
years with the aim of persuading them to
come out publicly to campaign against
the political consensus against variable

fees for Scottish universities. That is
to say that a civil servant is not only
working against his own government,
he was working against every single
democratically elected politician in the
country. I am virtually sure that this
included lobbying of senior media figures
(a lot of commentary pieces appeared
at exactly the same time making the
case in exactly the same terms). It was
strongly suggested at the time that one
of the conversations took place in a
private members’ club (possibly the New
Club?) and I believe (though don’t know
for sure) that one of the commentators
writing on the subject at the same time
was also a member.
I think I know who the civil servant
is (I was never party to that much detail)
and he is still in post. Certainly Alan
Sutherland still runs WICS. In fact, in
20 years working around senior policymakers I can’t think of a single occasion
when a civil servant has ever been held to
account for any actions - even the fiasco
that was the building of the Scottish
Parliament didn’t harm the careers of
anyone involved on the civil service side.
So, without reaching beyond the
partial information I have (mostly
accidentally) picked up along the
way I can say with some confidence
that the civil service actively pursues

policies of its own choosing unrelated
to any democratic mandate. Often
these personal policies seem to coincide
with commercial interests. When these
policies are pursued there appears to be at
least some coordination between different
parts of the elite and wherever this
coordination takes places no minutes are
taken. Even if any of this becomes public
there is seldom any proper scrutiny
and almost never any accountability.
And above all, unless you are already an
insider you will never know any of this.
What don’t I know? Almost
everything else. Do civil servants dream
this up themselves or are they first
lobbied by the commercial interests?
Where does this take place? Who is
involved and what interests would they
have to declare were they required?
Let me put this as simply as I can;
the use of public power to pursue private
benefit is cheating. And the first and only
rule of cheating? Don’t get caught. The
victims of this cheating? The rest of us.
Accountability? Not going to happen
(the civil service is its own watchdog and
the media very seldom interferes).
To achieve this only two things
are needed - power and blind spots. If
you have the power the only thing you
then need is a means of developing and
utilising networks of other powerful
people which exist in a hidden,
unminuted and unaccountable space.
This might be a private club; probably
more often it is the lovely phrase ‘off
meeting’. Any blind spot will do.
The key quote in all the writing
of Adam Smith is: “People of the same
trade seldom meet together, even for
merriment and diversion, but the
conversation ends in a conspiracy against
the public”. Unfortunately, the dominant
trade today is neoliberal capitalism and
the scale of the ‘conspiracy’ is global.
No, none of this is the ‘fault’ of
the New Club any more than a dented
bumper is the ‘fault’ of the tree. But it is
the location, and the damage is very real.
Tired old cliché? Sure - which abuse of
power, what public corruption isn’t? It
doesn’t justify a blinded public.
Robin McAlpine is Editor of the
Scottish Left Review and Director of
the Jimmy Reid Foundation
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The Constitutional Debate
In every SLR between now and the referendum we’ll pick a policy issue and
ask four writers from across the spectrum of constitutional opinion to argue
the pros and cons of independence. In this issue we look at whether an
independent Sotland would be more or less succeptible to vested interests.

O

ne of the questions that those who
want an independent Scotland
seldom address is how ‘independent’
Scotland would actually be. This of
course refers to the key theme of this
issue of SLR – who runs and who will
run Scotland? This is closely related to
who owns Scotland and Scottish industry
and the political
and economic
muscle that
Scotland will have
as an independent
nation.
From a
strategic point
of view will
independence
strengthen or
weaken Scotland’s
capacity to deal
with the political
and economic
concentration of
power located
in London and
Brussels and
Washington? This
is surely a critical question for the left
and socialists because the delivery of
a more equitable, less bellicose set of
international and national arrangements
is directly dependent on the extent
to which democratic control can be
exercised over the power of capital. In
this regard a separate Scotland will be
more dependent, not less on the power of
capital. As Eric Hobsbawn explains in his
observations about separatist nationalism,
such states are :
”...economically dependent in two
ways: generally, on an international
economy they cannot normally
hope to influence as individuals;
and specifically – in inverse
proportion to their size – on the
greater powers and transnational
corporations... The optimal strategy
for a neo-colonial transnational
economy is precisely one in which
the number of officially sovereign

states is maximized and their
average size and strength... is
minimized.”
It is here that we need to factor in the
actual state and comparative weakness
of the Scottish economy in relation to
the question of ownership. Over the last
four decades there has been a continuing
drift of economic
power out of
Scotland. By 2002
as many as 80 per
cent of large scale
Scottish registered
enterprises (those
employing 250
plus employees)
were externally
owned. They had
a turnover of 69
per cent of the big
business sector,
employing 53 per
cent of employees.
Ten years on 82.5
per cent of these
corporations,
which constitute
the commanding heights of the Scottish
economy, are externally owned with 77.5
per cent of turnover, and now employing
64 per cent of employees.
The privatisations of the 1980s
and 90s stripped away any semblance
of meaningful regional ownership and
control. To take just one example the
South of Scotland Electricity Board
turned first into Scottish Power and
Scottish Nuclear (later British Energy)
before being taken over by the Spanish
and French transnational corporations
Iberdrola and the EDF Group
respectively.
With a few exceptions, all the
biggest employers in Scotland are either
UK-owned and controlled, quoted on
the London Stock Exchange or highly
dependent on the whole UK market of
60 million, compared to the Scottish
market of just five million for the sale
of their goods and services. Indeed the

Independence
on these terms
would simply mean
abandoning any
democratic avenue
by which working
people in Scotland,
jointly with those
in England and
Wales, could seek
to impose sociallyaccountable control
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Scottish Government’s own most recent
data (for the year 2007) shows that
Scotland exports almost twice as much to
the rest of the UK (£34 billion) as it does
to the whole of the rest of the world put
together (£19 billion).
Nowhere is this state of economic
and industrial integration more apparent
than in the financial services sector.
In particular the 2008 collapse of
Scotland’s biggest two banks RBS and
HBoS and the takeover of their loan
books by the UK Government and
Lloyds has brought into sharp relief the
branch plant nature of these leviathans
of Scottish life.
It is clear that even the big business
figures operating within the SNP’s own
orbit like Sir George Mathewson, Sir
Brian Souter, Sir Tom Farmer, Sir Angus
Grossart, Peter de Vink, and Martin
Gilbert are all ultimately dependent
for their business success on external
institutions, not least the investment
banking networks which operate in the
City of London. This is where much
power lies now, and where it will remain
irrespective of any future referendum
vote for a separate Scottish state.
Indeed it is therefore highly
misleading to claim that ‘independence’
as projected by the SNP and others in the
pro-independence camp would somehow
amount to a break up of the British State,
with opportunities for forging a very
different economic path. The fact is that
Scotland is in a highly advanced state of
economic and monetary union with the
rest of the UK.
Independence on these terms
would simply mean abandoning any
democratic avenue by which working
people in Scotland, jointly with those in
England and Wales, could seek to impose
socially-accountable control. Corporate
power is organised at British level. It
would remain so. SNP independence
would thereby place Scotland’s economic
and monetary policy, the great bulk of
its production and its biggest market
beyond its democratic influence. So the

question is: would such independence
in any way free Scotland’s people to
meet, on socially progressive terms, the
severe challenges of economic and social
development they now face?
Vince Mills and Richard Leonard are
part of the Red Paper Collective which
is developing a Labour Movement
response to the current debate on the
referendum on independence.

T

here is no historical or contemporary
correlation between the size of state
and the influence of private money in
its various forms on the decisions of the
state – although big states are obviously a
magnate for big money. We just have to
look at the influence of finance capital or
the military-industrial complex in the US
and the UK, the kleptocracy in Russia,
the corruption in the Italian state, to
see blatant examples in larger states. We
have seen very questionable relationships
between private money and state in
Ireland but on the whole the smaller
European states have a better record.
What we should be looking at are issues
of socio-economic structure and culture
and it is these issues which should make
the disaggregation of the British State an
attractive objective for everyone on the
left, including in England.
The concentration of elites in
the UK, the efficient reproduction of
privilege, the high levels of inequality, the
desperation to hold on to the remnants
of great power status, the huge influence
of the City - all of these have been
factors making the UK very difficult
to reform and a very easy location in
which to evade reforms which nominally
take place. With all its imperfections,
Scotland does not have the intensity
of these factors. There are cultural and
structural differences that offer greater
potential for reform. But ‘potential’ is
the important word. We do have to
recognise the need to work on the agenda
for creating a real social democratic
relationship with private capital.
Since devolution there have been
some important respects in which
Scotland has taken policy decisions
which have resisted private finance
pressure for change and this has differed
from those taken in England by both
Tory-Liberal and Labour Governments.
The creeping privatisation of health
provision in England has not been
followed in Scotland. Water has remained

in public ownership despite a very strong
lobby for change. The opening up of
the school sector to private control in
England (for now, not for profit but
that will change)
has never even
been considered
as acceptable here.
This was a process
started by Labour.
The present Scottish
Government
stopped the private
prison programme
and the big
Southern General
new build has not
gone to PFI. So the
Scottish political
system has shown
significantly greater
willingness to
reject the pressures
from corporate
expansionism.
These are grounds
for satisfaction but not complacency.
The outsourcing process has gone on
but not without important reverses as in
Edinburgh Council. Serco, that aspiring
shadow state, did get the Northern
Ferries contract but I would guess that it
would never have been allowed to take
over the asylum seekers housing contract
in Glasgow had this been a Scottish
responsibility.
Why should Scotland (and within
its more limited powers Wales) be
different and would this continue with
independence? We have to go back
to structure and culture to explore
explanations. The dominance in London
at senior levels in politics, business,
media, the professions of elites drawn
from the public school system and
Oxbridge creates integrated power
networks from privileged backgrounds
and this is an ideal basis for groupthink, shared ideologies and opaque
decision-making. It is the perfect
operating field for vested interests to
flourish. And all of this is in the context
of a society with high levels of inequality
where the distance between the majority
and the privileged elites grows ever
wider.
Of course Scotland has its networks
and certainly its privileged elites but it is
on a different scale. How many Scottish
ministers since 1999 were privately
educated? Some of the more influential
networks here are on the left. The

influence of the City on policy-making
in London has been overwhelming. Yes,
Scotland had bankers doing the same
things with disastrous consequences and
financial services
are important to
Scottish GDP but
there are fewer in
the ‘casino’ sector.
Would a Scottish
Government with
full fiscal powers
stand up to finance
capital? I would say
with confidence
that they wouldn’t
be any worse
than Westminster
Governments but
that may not be
saying much.
An
independent
Scotland would
certainly not
be a vulnerable
supplicant. We have the advantage that
some of the economically important
development sectors are ‘immobile’.
Oil, tourism, renewable energy projects
can’t be closed down and transferred
elsewhere. Add to that other locationtied sectors like higher education, food
and drink, culture and recreation and of
course all the public services, and what
emerges is a Scottish state with some
strong cards to play in any dealings with
private capital.
The British state is not going to
produce real egalitarian change; the most
we can hope for is two steps forward
and one and a half back. And that’s
optimistic. Why anyone on the left, given
the experience of the past thirty years,
should be seeking to sustain it is difficult
to understand. Scottish independence
would shake it up and give the left in
England an opportunity to develop
a different narrative of what England
should be The left in Scotland would be
operating in a more open and accessible
political environment where they would
have a real chance to shape a role-model
Scotland.

There is no
historical or
contemporary
correlation between
the size of state
and the influence
of private money in
its various forms on
the decisions of the
state – although big
states are obviously
a magnate for big
money
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Isobel Lindsay

Reforming the Debt Creators
T

he aims of the Just Banking
conference were ambitious – to
provide insights and proposals necessary
to create a banking sector which serves
society, one which delivers stable and
environmentally sustainable prosperity
for all.
Since the banks are seen by many
as central to the current economic
crisis, the growth of inequality and the
global assault on our environment, that
was challenging. What was even more
remarkable is that it succeeded, judging
by the enthusiastic feedback from
participants.
Most participants would have
started with a sense of outrage but also
bewilderment at the scale and complexity
of the problems which the banks
have created - and
at their power, the
apparent impotence
of government to do
anything other than
prop them up and
the lack of options
for getting what we
want from them. This
conference hacked some clear tracks
through the undergrowth of complexity
and armed us with some radical but
effective policy proposals for “making
finance the servant not the master”.
This was possible because key
speakers presented a devastating critique,
based on empirical insights into how
banks actually work, of what was
described as the incoherence of neoliberal economic orthodoxy, based on
unproven theories and false assumptions;
“In economics, the creationists run the
show” (Ann Pettifor) . They offered
public solutions to the disasters imposed
on us by speculative private money
unleashed in unfettered global markets.
While many of the speakers
succeeded in making technical questions
about banking interesting, indeed
riveting, the fundamental dismay at what
the banks have done (with complicity
of governments) was expressed by Ann
Pettifor when she said that the crisis
arose because “banks fraudulently and
corruptly lent” for their own gain.
Looking at the human impact, Katherine
Trebeck of Oxfam pointed to the
financialisation of food, saying that 61
per cent of the food futures market is

now speculative, and quoted the UN
Rapporteur on the Right to Food that
rising food prices are leading to desperate
hunger and represent “silent mass murder
due entirely to man-made actions”. She
reminded us that their socialisation
of risk has been at massive cost to our
public services.
The main strand of thought at
the conference was a set of linked ideas
presented variously by Richard Werner,
Josh Ryan-Collins, Tony Greenham,
Steve Keen and Ben Dyson:
• Over the last three decades the
power to create money has passed
from public institutions to the banks
through the removal of controls
and deregulation – making this
‘the biggest privatisation ever’. The
money supply was
privatised in the shift
from notes and coins to
digital private money
creation – 97 per cent
of the UK’s money
supply is created in this
way by private banks,
compared to three per
cent by the Bank of England.
• This came about because
governments gave way to pressure
for deregulation, breaking any real
link between bank deposits and
the money they lend. In fact, when
banks make loans they don’t lend
us existing money, they create new
money - rather than pass on some
share of what has been deposited
by others, which is the orthodox
view of what banks do. Reserve
requirements as low as one per cent
bear this out - “there is no such
thing as a bank loan now, only credit
creation” said Richard Werner.
• The banks have used the power to
create money to seek profits; and
have found that the easiest way
to do this is by speculation rather
than investment in the productive
economy. Accelerating amounts of
debt is the main source creating asset
price bubbles like the house price
bubble which precipitated the ‘credit
crunch’ and so the current economic
crisis.
• Ben Dyson illustrated this in the
housing market; “In the last 20
years, the population rose by eight

•

There is no such
thing as a bank
loan now, only
credit creation
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•

per cent and housing stock by 16 per
cent, but house prices trebled and
mortgage lending rose five-fold. This
is not about supply and demand”.
Credit creation has driven the rise
in house and land prices. Those rises
then attract in more debt-fuelled
money; and the banks are making
more profits, giving them more
capital to lend. “Banks ration credit
and the proportion that they are
putting into business is falling and
the proportion going to speculation
is rising”, according to Josh RyanCollins.
This system cannot deliver a stable
money supply in the long term.
“Banks create too much money
when confident and too little when
they panic. That causes the boombust cycles” said Ben Dyson. “The
UK banking system has been the
cause of the recurring boom-bust
cycles and banking crises. It has
failed to support the real economy,
small firms, the regional economy
and sustainable development” said
Richard Werner.
The banks’ role as the ‘operating
system of the whole economy’
means that they are private
companies performing vital public
functions. They have been allowed
to use their unique and central
place in the system to extract profit
from the workings of the rest of
the economy. This drives a rise in
inequality, reflected in the ridiculous
packages and bonuses paid to some
in the sector. There is constant
redistribution – upwards; to the
banks from the real economy; to the
city from the rest of the economy.
Decisions taken by the banks about
where the banks’ credit goes matter
to us all, Tony Greenham pointed
out. They determine the kind of
economic development we get and
there is not just the one model –
different countries’ systems generate
different patterns of development.
For tackling the big environmental
challenges (for example climate
change) we need slow patient
capital, said Mary Mellor “but we
have the opposite”. “Productive
credit creation gives growth without
inflation; or credit creation for

In May in Edinburgh the Just Banking conference brought together a wide
range of expertise to ask what is wrong with our banking system and what
should be done to put it right. Matthew Chrighton reports.
consumption drives inflation but
not growth” according to Richard
Werner while Ben Dyson points
out “We have to borrow the money
supply and pay interest on it”.
The UK bank sector in particular
is concentrated in the hands of a
small number of massive corporations
which combine retail and investment
operations. Because banking is central
to the economy, they are too big to
fail. Even though they are guaranteed
by the state and we have bailed them
out, the sector does not support
sustainable economic
development. Adam Posen
said that in particular it has
a poor record of supporting
small and medium-sized
enterprises. Stephen Boyd
told the conference that
the Scottish investment
banking is not doing a good
job of supporting Scottish
manufacturing
Smaller, local banks
are more likely to fund local
enterprise and less likely to
speculate. Richard Werner
pointed to Germany which
has many more small local
banks and much more
investment going into the
productive economy. Across
the USA, locally-owned
banking vehicles, known
as ‘community development financial
instruments’ came into being as a
result of legislation, itself responding
to organised campaigning from
disenfranchised communities
There are alternative banking
models in the UK, like credit unions.
However the UK regulatory regime
has not encouraged them and since
the de-mutualisation of most building
societies this is a minor sector, though
with potential to grow. In fact Richer
Werner claims “Credit unions have been
artificially restricted in the UK”.
With the scale of the financial
sector and the size of the big banks
comes a powerful banking lobby. Hand
in hand with government advisers and
most politicians, it has been successful
in limiting the reforms proposed by
government. Its lobbyists argue that this
is a ‘strategic sector’ for the economy; but

Adam Posen argued for an end to any
special treatment for the sector within
economic strategy.
The debate about government
policy has been distorted as well, focusing
on public debt, which is manageable in
scale; while the ballooning growth in
private debt, which has trebled in two
decades, is the issue which has really
destabilised the economy. As Ann Pettifor
put it “‘Easy, dear Money’ (credit) fuelled
‘Easy Shopping’ (consumption) which in
turn fuelled ‘Easy Jet’ (emissions) … The
primary cause of the continuing financial

crisis is the unprecedented explosion of a
vast expanse of de-regulated, liberalised
private credit created by banks and
financial entities”.
Since it is based on mistaken
views about the roles of the banks and
a mistaken obsession with public debt,
government policy cannot resolve the
financial and economic crises, let alone
change the priorities of the system. The
proposals of the Vickers Commission,
though seen as necessary by the speakers,
are inadequate to correct these flaws in
this system.
Speakers presented more radical
policies. Richard Werner called for
the return of the power to create and
allocate money to the people “to whom
this public privilege rightly belongs”.
He wanted to end the suppression of
the third sector, with the creation of
hundreds of locally-based co-operative,
mutual or municipality-owned banks or
15

credit unions. At macroeconomic level
he proposed Credit Guidance, which
restricts credit creation for unproductive
purposes; and Green Quantitative Easing
which will pour money into conversion
into a low or no-carbon economy.
Ann Pettifor suggested the
reintroduction of capital controls and of
a debt management policy. A Green New
Deal should create new jobs which tackle
climate change. Money creation should
revert to the Bank of England. Steve
Keen called for a Modern Debt Jubilee
or “quantitative easing for the public”.
This would cancel irresponsibly
created debt without penalising
savers through money injection
via private bank accounts.
Within Scotland there
were calls for the establishment
of a Scottish banking reform
commission. Partrick Harvie
hoped that local banks and
currencies could be set up; and
the new financial powers in the
Scotland Act will be used to
the full. Individuals can learn
what their banks do with their
deposits, choose one which acts
ethically and Move Their Money.
There was a call to create a forum
for people who want to explore
setting up new banks which serve
their communities. “What is
banking for? If it is not for social
and environmental purposes,
its outcomes won’t serve our social
and environmental purposes” as Tony
Greenham put it.
The conference was organised by
Friends of the Earth Scotland with
UNISON, STUC, Christian Aid, WDM,
new economics foundation, Economics
Society (Edinburgh University) and
Compass. It was supported by Edinburgh
University Business School, Triodos
Bank, Carnegie Trust and Edinburgh
University Students’ Association.
For more information http://www.
justbanking.org.uk/.
Matthew Crighton is Chair of
Friends of the Earth Scotland and
International Officer of City of
Edinburgh UNISON

Another rail disaster
I

have to admit that the recent statement
The Scottish Nationalists have been
by Transport Minister Keith Brown
engaged in a ‘consultation’ about rail for
had some positives - like confirmation
the past year and in that process they
of an investment of £5 billion over five
have let the veil slip on how they see the
years in improvements to the network,
future of Scottish rail; and the central
the commitment to complete the
message is that they still favour private
Borders railways and the electrification
rail companies that are less regulated and
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less concern
for Scottish
needs.
there are still areas where the Holyrood
Essentially the Scottish Government
Government’s decisions can threaten the
proposals continue the work of the
economy, the green agenda and the social
report on rail commissioned by the
and economic mobility of the entire
Westminster government last year and
population.
chaired by Sir Roy McNulty. He is a
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transport specialist, but sadly not a rail
savant. His experience as President of the
Society of British Aerospace Companies,
Chairman of the Department of Trade
and Industry’s Aviation Committee and
the Civil Aviation Authority and his post
as a director of Gatwick Airport didn’t
enhance his knowledge of how to run a
railway!
Mind you, he did have some
insights. In particular, he attributed
inefficiencies in the British model to
fragmentation – the splitting up of
the railway network. He realised that a
railway needs to have central direction
so that independent profit-driven private
companies are forced to think about
other issues than producing a dividend
for investors. They need to think about
– for example – passengers! Not to
mention freight trains.
McNulty explained that
fragmentation has led to a lack of
leadership in the industry. It is, he
said, “the first barrier to efficiency”.
Unfortunately and illogically, but
no doubt considering that he was
writing the report for Tory ministers,
his recommendations then flew in
the face of his diagnosis. His report
went on to suggest greater - not less –
fragmentation! In particular he wanted
to see Network Rail, which is responsible
for maintenance and improvement of the
track and signalling, split up.
The Scottish government
is considering adding to that
fragmentation. It’s not just considering
more private involvement in track
maintenance, it is also intent on
introducing another private company to
run the sleeper services. To our mind,
there is no need: cross-subsidisation is the
heart-beat of railway networks.
Bear with me for a moment while I
revisit the original reasons that the John
Major government used to justify selling
off the publicly-owned single national
rail service in the Railways Act of 1993.
The Tories said they wanted more
competition and investment. It never
happened. There is no competition. If
you want to go from Oban to Glasgow
you get a choice of one. Or, I suppose,
the option of not going. Within
Scotland, you go ScotRail or you stay
home. You don’t need to be Einstein to

If merging the Scotland’s police forces makes so much sense, why is breaking
up the railways such a good idea? Instead Scotland’s railways should be kept in
one piece urges Mick Whelan.
realise this is not competition.
And investment? The only people to
invest more in the network today are the
public, whose contribution has increased
year upon year. The ScotRail franchise
is the second most heavily subsidised
passenger rail operation per passenger
mile in the UK, after Wales. Between
2010 and 2011 it received £290 million
of public money. Your money.
This is because money drains from
the industry every day. It keeps being
taken out by investors who own the train
operating companies and the rolling
stock; by lawyers who draw up franchise
agreements; by accountants who draw
up business plans; and by consultants
to advise about areas investors don’t
know about. The duplication of having
a host of different companies is obvious;
management costs have increased by
56 per cent since privatisation. Since
privatisation, more than £11 billion of
public funds have been misspent on debt
write-offs, dividend payments to private
investors and other costs.
Given this blatant disaster, the
logical thing would be to spend time
considering how to return rail to the
public service sector, where it belongs. Or
there is the ostrich approach, where you
ignore the evidence and plough on. In
this regard, the First Minister is a large,
flightless bird with a long neck and small
head.
The Scottish government has
its hands tied in some aspects of the
franchising process, but it has an
opportunity now to reduce money being
flinched from our railways. It is a chance
that is being spurned.
Any more rail companies in
Scotland are inherently bad news, and
although at the moment only the sleepers
are proposed as a separate service, the
principle has been breached. We believe
the Lowland Sleeper and the Highland
Sleeper fulfil an important social
function, but every time one sets off on a
journey it attracts a subsidy of £17,000.
But how will Scottish interests be served
by creating a separate franchise which
would make money directly from the
taxpayer rather than from rail industry
revenues?
The consultation document says
that the accommodation on sleepers

“falls short of the expectations of today’s
passengers”. It is true that the service
is deteriorating because of the ageing
rolling stock – the
carriages. We argue
that improving
the service would
increase passenger
numbers, and so
reduce the need
for a subsidy.
That’s why we
welcome matching
£50 million
investments by
the Westminster
Government
and the Scottish
Government. No
private franchise
would be prepared,
or even able, to
carry out this sort
of project. It would
take what it could
while the stock
still ran and then
walk away, leaving
nothing behind.
It is a perfect
example of how the free market and
franchise investors are precisely not the
people to be in control of Scotland’s rail
services.
Yet passengers are only one part
of the economy that would suffer.
The effects on freight on rail could be
disastrous. The McNulty Report argues a
case for giving responsibility for the track
to the train operating companies – and
the effect of this would be even more
marked in Scotland than other parts
of the UK. Keith Brown ruled none of
this out. If a private company owns the
track, it will clearly give priority to its
own stock, so freight trains would be
shunted off the main lines, slowing them
down and becoming less attractive to
customers. The alternative is to see more
lorries on Scottish roads, which would
not only be an immediate expense in
terms of maintenance, but also destroy
one of the main reasons that tourists
visit the Highlands. They are looking
for peace and solitude – not pollution
and traffic jams. They want to follow
the line of the lochs, not the back of an

articulated lorry.
Scotland is in a unique position in
the UK by having one franchise which
provides almost all
rail services within
the country. The
ScotRail franchise
covers 95 per cent
of rail journeys.
This is a strength
that should be
built upon, not
broken up. It is
especially bizarre
that the SNP
would wish to do
so, especially when
at the same time
it harps on about
creating a ‘national’
police force and
a ‘national’ fire
service. It defies
the trend of
service provision
in Scotland in an
industry that is an
obvious case for a
single unit.
If Mr
Salmond and his chums want to flex
their right to challenge decisions made
in Westminster – something ASLEF
supports while we reject independence
as a superficial side-show – then rail is
a place they could start. Rather than
mouthing slogans and waving flags, why
won’t they challenge Section 25 of the
Railways Act 1993 which prevents any
public sector ownership of franchises?
ASLEF believes all kinds of alternative
ownership models should be considered,
including not-for-profit models and
public ownership.
We’d like to see the Scottish
Government lobbying Westminster to
drop the unnecessary shackles of section
25 of the Railways Act so that it can
make real steps towards providing an
efficient, reliable, affordable and social
rail service for its people.
Instead, because they don’t
understand our industry, they seem
intent on breaking it.

Money drains from
the industry every
day, taken out
by investors who
own the trains;
by lawyers who
draw up franchise
agreements; by
accountants who
draw up business
plans; and by
consultants to
advise investors.
Management costs
have increased by
56 per cent since
privatisation.
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Mick Whelan is the General
Secretary of ASLEF the train drivers’
union

Our Society of Captives
S

ykes, writing in 1950s US, wrote
the classic penology The Society
of Captives, an ethnography stressing
the huge influence of the prison
structure on its inmates. He highlighted
the significance of violence for the
stabilisation of the prison social order.
Sykes diplomatically uses the term
‘pains of imprisonment’ to refer to five
profound deprivations:
•
•
•
•
•

Deprivation of liberty
Deprivation of goods and
services
Deprivation of heterosexual
relationships
Deprivation of autonomy
Deprivation of security

These deprivations, which are themselves
forms of violence, will shape the fact
that vast numbers of prisoners reoffend.
According to the Scottish Prison
Service (2002) “Recent data shows that
almost 50 per cent of prisoners return
to prison within two years of being
released. For young offenders that return
rate can be as high as 62 per cent.”
(http://www.sps.gov.uk/Publications/
ScottishPrisonPopulation.aspx)
De Tocqueville cited legal elites
as playing a
fundamentally
conservative role in
American society as
they do in the UK;
the UK judges are
very predominately
recruited from the
UK’s public schools
and Oxbridge.
The recruitment
process is highly
secretive. Politically
motivated decisions
are reputedly used
to control working-class ambitions
(Thomas, 2005; Schmidhause, 1992).
The formal justice system legalises the
unequal distribution of economic power
in capitalist systems (Schmidhause,
1992, p. 228). Many Scottish cities have
for decades been afflicted by the loss of
manufacturing industry which facilitated
community and social cohesion. Hanna
Arendt might have also used the phrase
‘banality of evil’ to conjure profoundly

incongruous realities, communities
living in close physical proximity to the
Society of Captives in our case. It is not
by chance that prisons are built way back
from the road; we are expected to forget
what they do to others by not being
reminded of their existence.
Recently the Scottish Government
decided to axe the voluntary independent
group of prison visitors scheme,
established in 1871, and replace them
with a less independent advocacy
service. The prison visiting scheme was
tasked to help ensure the basic human
rights of prisoners were upheld. The
Scottish Human Rights Commission
expressed serious concerns about the
Justice Secretary’s decision to axe it. The
European Committee for the Prevention
of Torture is monitoring this situation
closely. That policy change provoked
controversy and unanimous opposition
- objectors could not grasp the rationale
behind Kenny MacAskill’s wish to axe
it. Prisoners are now more likely to be
isolated from communicating their
concerns to the outside, more than ever
sealed off from society, and forced into a
university of crime experience.
An Economic Science Research
Council study by the London School
of Economics in
2010 by Noel
Whitty found an
instrumentalist
culture shift
towards ‘business
risks’ model of
management in
UK prisons which
it argues runs
in tension with
a human rights
morally-oriented
risk lens. Prisoners
are ‘Othered’,
made to seem less than human through
discourses of ‘offender management’
speak. Several UK prisons are privatised,
working within a culture of performance
management (http://www.sps.gov.uk/
AboutUs/aims-of-the-sps.aspx) described
in the language of ‘value for money’,
‘public sector cost’, and ‘correctional
excellence’. The renowned US sociologist
Loic Wacquant argues that the penal
policy turn towards incarceration

It is not by chance
that prisons are
built way back from
the road; we are
expected to forget
what they do to
others by not being
reminded of their
existence
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reflects a ‘neo-Darwinist’ state using
‘prisonfare’ rather than welfare to manage
economically inactive citizens. For
Wacquant this system is an extension of
the welfare state. Prisonfare is defined by
Wacquant (2009) thus:
“The extended policy stream that
responds to intensifying urban
ills and associated socio-moral
turbulences by boosting and
deploying policy courts, custodial
institutions and their extensions.”
(p. 17)
In the UK prison populations have
increased dramatically over recent years
which Wacquant claims arises in order to
manage ‘precarious populations’ whose
lives are being corroded by fierce neoliberalism. In The Navigators directed
by Ken Loach he movingly charts the
breakdown of family and community
cohesion as a team of imagined British
Rail workers find their cultural values
eroded by ruthless employment practices.
They are compelled to lie about the cause
of the death of a close colleague at work
to cover up dodgy working practices,
for fear of losing their jobs. To escape
becoming at risk of committing crimes
they must become liars, ironically.
Training and audit is normative within
the UK prison system; the case of Napier
vs Scottish Ministers (2005) is the most
famous prisoner’s rights case in Scottish
legal history where the remand prisoner
Napier was awarded compensation
as Government was found to be in
breach of ECHR Article 3 of ‘degrading
treatment’ standard over the practice
of ‘slopping out’ at Barlinnie Prison.
Thousands more claims from prisoners
poured into the system resulting in
millions of pounds being paid out in
compensation by March 2009 with
more pending. Government has now
introduced legal safeguards and made
changes to mitigate any continuation of
this threat to its legitimacy. According
to HMP Inspectorate Report Barlinnie
2011 which is the largest in Scotland (it
holds 20 per cent of Scottish prisoners)
and built between 1882-1897 is currently
holding a population of 1,477 despite
a design capacity of 1,018, and so is
significantly over-crowded.
In his latest annual report, the chief
inspector of Scottish prisons, Brigadier

The criminal justice system is an effective means of controlling the working
classes who are the victims of social insecurity while making entire groups in
society invisible, argues Chris Holligan.
Hugh Munro, warned overcrowding
remains “an enduring problem for a
number of establishments”. But he
understates; overcrowding is proxy for
enforced contact with strangers also
encountering Sykes’ deeply understated
deprivations. Barlinnie processes some
20,000 prisoner movements each year.
The Inspectorate call it “the archetypal
Victorian-built prison”. Some 1,107
children come with families each month
on visits. It sits a short distance from
high rise flats whose postcodes
are closely associated with this
building. Overcrowding at
home is duplicated inside. Being
brought up in poverty makes it
very likely that you will end up
in that building nearby, held by
people from similar areas who
may be relatives. The workingclasses deployed to ‘keep secure’
their own class. Marx did not
expect this development.
Around 100 admissions
are made into Barlinnie every
Monday. There can be up to 500
untried prisoners on remand
whom the report notes can spend
long periods of time locked in
cells with no access to activities,
a situation also applying to long
term prisoners waiting prison
transfers. Six suicides occurred in
2010 and two more in the early months
of 2011. During 2010-2011 there were
50 serious prisoner-on-prisoner assaults.
A study by prison psychology staff found
24 per cent had experienced being
victims of violence, 15 per cent had
committed an act of violence and 41 per
cent had witnessed it. This prison services
Europe’s largest court, Glasgow Sheriff
Court. It is added that “Overcrowding
affects the daily running of the prison”.
The environment is known to pose
pressures; “four anti-ligature cells” are
mentioned.
It is clearly a noisy environment; by
telephones are “noise reducing hoods”
- it is noted in the Report that holding
a conversation is challenging. But bear
in mind here Basil Bernstein’s middleclass elaborated code whose ‘art’ lies
in the concealment of harsh facts: the
truth is the noise would be unnerving
for most of us. Let lose Charles Dickens

in this environment and we’d see it as
it is, not through the lens of ‘impartial’
bureaucratic prose. In some cells,
covered with grills, light and ventilation
is described as being poor. Depressing
might capture better the emotional effect.
One charity organiser Patricia McCooley
who runs Safe Minds Inside commented
“prison was probably the worst place
to experience mental illness and that
suicide was the only option for many”.
And so our disturbed sense of societal

justice equates with those afflicted by
poverty then being subjected to more
deliberate exclusion. Glasgow has one of
the highest rates of deprivation and intergenerational unemployment in the EU.
It is also home to Barlinnie and as stated
is served by the largest court in Europe,
also based in Glasgow.
Prison suicide occurs more
frequently than we might imagine. The
nature of a prison environment itself
might be the final contributory factor
to that nail in the coffin. A study by a
US academic (Sheila Bird) published in
2008 found then that they were ten times
the number expected for their age and
gender, a situation which has improved
in recent years. Authorities such as
Dr Adrian Grounds, the Cambridge
criminologist, found that the impact
of prisons on the mental wellbeing of
prisoners is long lasting damage after
release, especially when the conviction is
wrongful. Many prisoners are incapable
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of living normal lives afterwards. Ristad
(2008) who worked in US prisons as a
minister for 45 years commented upon
the “systemic cultural ethos” of prison
which he found to be “an autocratic
bullying violence that maintains distance
and control. This causes many who work
in prisons to be violent”.
In 2011 the Danish Institute for
Human Rights estimated that Europe
alone some 800,000 children, many of
whose parents did not commit violent
crimes, are the hidden victims of
criminal justice living separately
from incarcerated parents. Tales
to this effect pack the pages of
Nell Bernstein’s 2005 book All
Alone in the World: Children of
the Incarcerated. In Scotland
around 27,000 children from
working-class communities are
denied their rights to nurture
under UNHCR. Despite the
excellent advocacy of Scotland
Commissioner for Children and
Young People in the Report called
Not Seen. Not Heard. Not Guilty
to secure this human right for the
child several years ago the UK’s
criminal justice system has yet
to incorporate its rights position
into official sentencing policy.
The newly developed Criminal
Justice Social Work Reports also
takes a low profile on the children of
offenders who will remain orphans of
justice. The so-called law-abiding society
through its criminal justice system forces
out of view matters which is cannot
accept reflects very negatively about its
own values, namely a systemic bias whose
atlas capturing the misdeeds of the poor.
For Wacquant incarceration manifests the
“criminalization of social insecurity”:
Penalization serves as a technology
for the invisibilisation of the social
“problems” that the state, as the
bureaucratic lever of collective will,
no longer can or cares to treat at
its roots, and the prison operates as
judicial garbage disposal into which
the human refuse of the market
society are thrown. (p. xxii)
Chris Holligan is Professor in the
Faculty of Education, Health & Social
Science, University of the West of
Scotland. Chris.holligan@uws.ac.uk

Just somewhere to sleep
A

recent article in The Herald by
Archbishop Mario Conti started
with these words:
Just occasionally a story emerges,
which initially sounds too unlikely,
too horrendous, to be true. “I must
have missed something,” I thought,
as I read, with growing disbelief, the
details of a human rights scandal
likely to occur later this summer,
not in a far-off dictatorship, but in
Glasgow.
He was talking about his discovery that
around 100 asylum seeking families will,
this summer, be thrown into (UK) state
sanctioned destitution in Glasgow when
the current service provider Y People
(formerly YMCA) hands over to its
successor, the multinational Serco.
I will never forget the day I
discovered what we do to so called
‘failed’ asylum seekers in the UK. Like
Archbishop Conti I was stunned. In fact
I was speechless. But I had no choice. I
had to speak and quickly. I had someone
sitting in my office waiting for me to tell
him that it was all going to be alright.
In fact I had already done that. What he
was waiting for was to find out where he
would be sleeping that night. And I now
had to find a way of telling him that. in
fact, I had got it completely wrong.
I was a newly elected MSP and in
the few months since finding myself
unexpectedly representing the people
of Glasgow after the sudden death of
my friend and colleague Bashir Ahmed
MSP, I was used to having to get to
grips with the many things I didn’t
know. I was learning fast but when my
constituent, a young asylum seeking
man from the Sudan told me he’d
received a letter saying he had to leave
his accommodation, I smiled reassuringly
and told him not to worry. Nobody is
simply discarded onto the streets in this
country I informed him with absolute
confidence. I got him to take a seat whilst
I made a few calls that would sort it all
out.
I remember even more clearly the
shock after half a dozen calls left me
re-educated in that respect. I will never
forget how awful I felt as I sank back
behind the filing cabinet so he wouldn’t
see my tears as I tried to compose myself
before telling him that unfortunately

he was right and there was nowhere he
could go for help. Not for shelter, not for
food. Nothing and nowhere.
This guy, a young man who’d
been kidnapped and tortured by rebels,
escaped then was
recaptured and
tortured some
more, was one of
those ‘failed’ asylum
seekers. Incidentally,
the physical torture
only came after the
mental torment of
seeing his village
and his family
exterminated by the
rebels. He has two
siblings who may
have escaped that
day and may still be
alive and he checks
for news with the
British Red Cross
regularly. Does the
UK Government not think he might
have enough on his mind without having
to sleep on the street and find a way not
to starve? Apparently not.
It’s important to know how easy it is
to become a ‘failed’ asylum seeker. Some
might be wondering right now if he was
telling the truth about his life being in
danger. Many will assume he was lying,
otherwise why would he have ‘failed’?
So it’s useful for me to tell you that
six months after his state sanctioned
destitution began, he was given leave to
remain in the UK. Why? Because the
latest country report from the Sudan
showed that all non-Arab Darfuri men
were in mortal danger in the Sudan.
Exactly what his solicitor and supporters
including myself had argued. The whole
asylum process can be very arbitrary and
we would do well to remember that when
we hear talk of ‘failed’ asylum seekers.
My Sudanese friend is just one man.
I have since met and become involved
with many others. A recent survey carried
out by Glasgow Caledonian University
showed that as many as one in four
asylum seekers in Glasgow are currently
destitute with the average length of
destitution being 18 months. It’s clearly a
growing problem as the charities working
with asylum seekers will tell you.

Now, the growing numbers are
about to get a spike and these charities
are going to be in danger of collapsing
under the pressure as more than 100
families are evicted over the summer
by another much
larger, publicly
funded charity.
You can see why
Archbishop Conti
refers to it as a
“human rights
scandal”.
Positive Action
in Housing has been
supporting destitute
asylum seekers
since 2004 but with
very little funding,
it can only do so
much. To cope
with the growing
need, the Glasgow
Destitution
Network opened a
night shelter at a church in the West End
of Glasgow. Intended only to run for the
winter months, the need to keep it open
year-round soon became clear. They are
completely reliant on public donations
of goods as well as money to stay open.
I can’t begin to imagine the strain these
forthcoming evictions will put on this
volunteer-led organisation.
I recently had a bit of a spat with Y
People, the current service providers, in
the pages of The Herald. I stand by every
word but they are not the real culprits
here. The main protagonist in all of this
is the British Government and its twin
objectives to privatise anything that
moves and to drive out asylum seekers
by making life so unbearable for them
that they volunteer to go back to their
country of origin.
That is as naïve as it is wrong. There
is a world of difference between being
treated with no respect, thus feeling
miserable most of the time, and actually
being in constant fear for your life or the
lives of your children. Nobody, given
the choice, will take the former but it’s
human instinct to do whatever is in your
power to fight the latter.
And yes, I believe it does follow
that privatising support services for
asylum seekers will lead to misery. The

I remember I
smiled reassuringly
and told him not to
worry. Nobody is
simply discarded
onto the streets
in this country. I
remember even
more clearly the
shock after half a
dozen calls left me
re-educated
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Do you really know what we do to so-called ‘failed’ asylum seekers in Britain?
Anne McLaughlin didn’t until she experienced it first hand in her work as an
MSP. Here she makes an impassioned plea for a change in approach.
primary motivation of a private company
is not people, it’s profit. Before Serco
was awarded the contract to house
Glasgow’s asylum seekers, all I knew of
this multinational was that it ran prisons,
used to lock up children in Dungavel and

that it made a massive profit out of the
PFI contract at Wishaw General.
Now that I’ve read up a bit, I know
it has fingers in many pies (including
nuclear weapons) and none of those pies
are about providing support to vulnerable
or traumatised people. Serco has already
said it is not obligated to house ‘failed’
asylum seekers. And this is correct. It is
not legally obligated. They are, however,
morally obligated. Unfortunately
whilst you can appeal on humanitarian
grounds to the public and voluntary
sectors, it’s almost pointless trying with
big conglomerates. Let’s face it, their
shareholders would not be best pleased
if they were to plough some of their
profits back into projects that reaped no
financial reward, simply because it was
the humane thing to do. They certainly
couldn’t give a business case for housing

‘failed’ asylum seekers.
Perhaps the aim of the UKBA
and the British Government is a long
term one. Perhaps they think treating
people like this will get the message
out to potential asylum seekers that the

UK is not a good place to be. It’s not a
message I would want to put across but
in any case, the chances of it making
any difference to the number of people
seeking asylum here are low.
They would know that had they
paid more attention to the 2009 Refugee
Council commissioned report Chance
or Choice (http://www.refugeecouncil.
org.uk/Resources/Refugee%20Council/
downloads/chancechoice.pdf ) which
found that more than two thirds of
asylum seekers did not specifically choose
the UK, they just had to get away. The
same report completely debunked the
myth that asylum seekers think the UK
is the place that will pay the highest
benefits. More than three quarters of
them didn’t know we had a welfare
system and most had no expectation of
financial support, they fully expected
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to have to work to support themselves,
not realising that they would be banned
from paid work. Of the third who did set
out to reach the UK, all they’d expected
was not to be tortured and not to be
murdered so whatever they found here, it
was always going to be an improvement.
One man who no doubt is thankful
to have somewhere to sleep, told a
reporter that he often walks around
Glasgow during the day crying like a
baby.
Given that any asylum seeker
volunteering to go home is given
financial assistance to start again in
their home country, and still they’d
rather put up with this than take the
assistance, isn’t it self evident that they
really can’t go home and that their claim
really is genuine? And can we agree that
humanity and compassion are far more
important than hard cash? If the answer
to that is yes, we need to start again with
the asylum system. We need to rebuild
it and the new structure needs to be
based on one underpinning principle
– that we are all human beings with a
responsibility to each other, regardless of
where in the world that other was born
and that people must come before profit
in everything we do.
If you feel able to support people in this
situation and can perhaps offer a room
for emergency accommodation, short
or long term, please contact Positive
Action in Housing by emailing home@
paih.org.uk and take time to find out
more here http://www.paih.org/LatestNews-Appeals/Glasgow-RefugeeEvictions.html
If you can donate money, sleeping bags
or time to the night shelter visit here
http://destitutionaction.wordpress.
com/2011/11/29/winter-night-shelter/
or donate straight into their bank
account “Glasgow Destitute Asylum
Seeker Night Drop In” at any Lloyds
TSB branch, account No: 75140563 and
sort Code: 87-37-51.
Anne McLaughlin is a former SNP
MSP

The Whys Man
“T

hat’s where I’ll end my days“,
George said, slowing down
slightly to let me see the building in
Greenock we were driving past on our
way to Largs for ice cream cones and a
stroll along the front. With that most
serious and sublime of jesters one was
never sure when he was joking. This
time George wasn’t kidding. His beloved
Daphne was in hospital after a stroke and
would never return to Gourock and their
house and haven high above the Clyde.
It was indeed his plan to join the other
elderly seafarers in that eventide home
for shore bound mariners. A decade or so
later he did find his last berth there.
But he had seen a port or two. He
got close enough to Nagasaki within
weeks of the city’s obliteration to take
photographs that salvaged poetry from
depravity, bleakly balancing horror and
hope. A blasted and blackened cherry
tree would take leaf in later work .
Trees were to be totemic objects for
George, often providing perches for
Robins, red breastedly full of all-tooevident heart and determined to sing
come what may. Like a latter day Erik
The Red, the war time naval officer and
self styled Viking would go on to sail
into New York Harbour. Modeled on
Rimbaud’s Drunken Boat, Wyllie’s Paper
Boat was a letter made ship shape, an
anti Capitalist, epistolary reproach to
Wall Street, beside whose skyscrapers
it playfully bobbed, a literally ‘childish’
protest by a man who reached the fullest
maturity by refusing to grow up and who
understood that institutionalised greed
stunts your moral growth. Japan again;
and Clydeside always, origami meets
marine engineering. Several people who
turned out to welcome Captain George
to the mooring on the Hudson believed
that he had sailed his paper vessel all
the way across the Atlantic! That may
tell us something about America as well
as giving some idea of George’s pizazz,
chutzpah, intellectual sleight of hand,
always in the cause of truth, and powers
as a shaman and magician and conjuror
of concepts. Daphne when asked how the
ocean crossing had been would smile and
say, ‘well, you can imagine…’! Help mate
and first mate, she really was George’s,
‘other half ’. He met her on shore leave.
For half a century, she remained his girl
in every port.

George Wyllie’s most important
voyage of discovery, however, was the
one he made every day to the source of
his inspiration. These circumnavigations
of his own cerebellum filled hold after
hold with troves of artistic treasure.
Evaluate with the Paper Boat, its
predecessor gesture on a grand scale, the
Straw Locomotive, and his theatrical
masterpiece, A Day Down A Goldmine
and the assessment should be that each
part of that informal triptych was of
international significance, the sum of
those extraordinary parts amounting to
a genuinely world class achievement.
And George knew it. His aesthetic and
ethical outlook left no room for anything
false, false modesty included. The Wyllie
ego was enablingly ample. When you
collaborated with a force of nature
like George you lashed yourself to the
main mast and hoped not to be washed
overboard. The self assurance and self
assertion were made tolerable, indeed
agreeable, by dint of George’s good
manners, good faith and good intentions.
If he asked a lot, he offered still more.
He was, I am certain, a great as well as a
good man.
That greatness - and I do not use
the word lightly - consisted in certainty
amidst and indeed about, doubt. I used
to tease him that although he loved
quays and harbours and shipyards, the
best place for his boat’s buoy was in the
para-docks! His friend the film maker
Murray Grigor dubbed him the ‘Why’s
Man’, an epithet whose wit is based on
profound perception, for George Wyllie
was wise and his greatest wisdom was
in asking questions. ‘Be Suspicious!’,
was his motto. He called himself a
‘Scul?tor’. Questions, questions! When
the Straw Locomotive came down from
the Finnieston Crane and went back to
Springburn for its Viking funeral pyre,
as the straw burned away all that was
left was the steel question mark. Why
must people lose their jobs, sense of self
worth, social purpose and community???
The mast of the Paper Boat was shaped
like a question mark too. He took
nothing on trust and nothing for
granted. He took nothing seriously
either. Except everything that had to
be. About unfairness and injustice he
was in deadly earnest. His undertakings,
however, were seldom solemn. Laughter
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was life and vice versa. He also had a
marvelous understanding of scale. At
school he excelled in technical drawing.
The point of both the Paper Boat and
the Straw locomotive was their relative
size, the one scaled up from pond size
and child’s play, the other life size, yet
diminished to a series of last straws, the
kind that can break the camel’s back
of a community and its economy. The
Gold Mine, worked so mordantly by Bill
Paterson, was, of course, a microcosm, a
fable about the scale of human greed, a
punning parable about the implications
of making a ‘mine’ of what should be
ours, the common weal reduced to
common crime. ‘Scale’, punningly,
and George loved puns, was both a
mechanism for weighing lucre and a
means of re establishing perspective and
proportion. There was almost comical
scale in George’s music making too. His
instruments were the double bass… And
the ukulele!
As a teenager, in Shettleston,
George had won, as a double act with
his brother, a major talent contest and
he really could have turned professional
as a singer and instrumentalist. What
do I mean, ‘could have’? Music was a
significant aspect of the Wyllie project.
The songs were eloquently droll, the
playing adroitly dead pan and the singing
compelling. George had a light but
carrying, distinctively raspy tenor voice
and he had learned a lot from the likes of
Al Bowly and that other George, Formby.
Great, also, was his clarity of
purpose as an artist, his particularity
of vision, his determination to make
his mark and to make the (question)
mark that only he could make. Wyllie
by name and wily by nature, he was
astutely intent upon being unignorable.
‘Art should be unavoidable’, he was wont
to opine, unavoidable in the sense of
being impossible to miss and necessary to
pursue as an unevadable destiny, a daily
discipline and (work) ethical necessity.
He knew that he had to get the attention
of people for whom art was not a diurnal
presence and need. And he knew how
to get it because he knew the difference
between the hollowly populist and the
powerfully popular.
I started to get to know George in
the mid eighties, just before he began
work on the Straw Locomotive. A few

George Wylie’s art was not only playful and insightful it reflected a very
Scottish take on issues of people against power and the nature of society.
Following his death in May, Donny O’Rourke reflects on his life.

films and articles followed. I was born
in Port Glasgow. My father had been an
engineer. Maybe I was like a son to him,
a Boswell to his Dr Johnson, a sorcerer’s
apprentice, a straightman, a sidekick, a
speaker of truth to artistic power, a court
jester to the Court Jester, a Catholic Celt
to his Gentle Prod and Viking? It would
need a ‘whyser’ man than me to know.
Anyway, the dynamics of the relationship
were made manifest and explicit in a
show he asked me to work on with him,
a commission for the West End Festival,
back in 1995, The Kerrera Saga, one of
the most exhilarating experiences of my
life, and a piece, all things considered,
to be proud of. Basically, I was to play a
young Celtic monk, Viking George had
captured and enslaved. We toured Dark
Age Europe in our longboat wreaking
havoc, causing chaos and raising hell and
questions. It was better than I am making
it sound. We both composed songs. I
played my guitar. There was a circus of
dancing snails, standing stones that kept
moving around, a fiery burial at sea. And
I taught him Latin. It really was better
than I am making it sound! Best of all
though was the research recce we made to
Argyll and Kererra. We saw the snails and
stones at Kilmartin. The cuckoo calls on
the soundtrack we recorded where King
Alexander was killed by the Norsemen in
Kererra Bay.
George Wyllie was fifty before he
gathered sufficient certainty to become

the artist he was put on earth to be. He
became (magnificently) unavoidable.
He learned from Hans Arp how to
combine poetry and engineering in
art. From George Rickey he garnered
the importance of scale and sweep and
balance. Josef Beuys taught him the
indispensability of keeping things simple
and making things obvious by the most
subtle of means. Instead of a fedora, a
hunting vest and fat and felt George
had a cloth cap, a boiler suit, a tweed
jacket and straw and steel and stone. Like
Scottie on the Starship Enterprise, he was
the archetypal Scottish engineer. Like the
Douannier Rousseau, Robert Burns and
Neil Gunn he had been a customs officer.
From Patrick Geddes he had taken the
notion of the symbolic spire and the
inspiration and aspiration derived from
it, the balancing tripod for sane and
happy living, work, place and home.
Sometimes George would ring me up
to ask about Marx and Engels or to chat
about Gramsci or Friere whom he knew
I set great store by. His leanings were left
but rarely theoretical and never sectarian.
We agreed that for collective thriving and
individual flourishing Scotland should be
an independent republic. He never failed
to balance Adam Smith’s ‘hidden hand
from The Wealth Of Nations’ with his
‘Moral Sentiments’.
George was born on Hogmanay.
It was the aptest birthday possible. The
old and the new; a bit of a song and
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dance, emotion, indeed sentimentality,
melancholy joy, sharing what you have,
festive brightness in the dark, a very
Scottish beginning. On my wall there
is a drawing he did in memory of Cole
Porter, Lorenz Hart and Sammy Cahn.
I seldom hear - or sing - a show tune
without thinking of George and his old
wind up gramophone. In the bathroom
there is one of his metal trees, a spire,
a toilet roll holder, art has rarely been
more ludically practical and, well,
fundamental... And on the pine kist that
I maintain as a reliquary and altar, in the
living room where he so often played and
sang for his fellow guests at my Burns
Suppers, there is the shortbread tin he
filled with a miniature of whisky, some
trademark straw (for firelighting), a bit
of Beusian felt, a knife and a slice of
shortbread. George attached a strap and
wrote on the metal beneath a picture of
the bard, ‘Robert Burns Survival Kit’.
George did help save Scotland, as a viable
imaginative entity and cultural going
concern. In 1990, Gus MacDonald
acquired one of George’s ‘clapping
machines’ for STV. I hope the applause
is still ringing out for a man who gave
socialism a big hand and who deserves a
big hand.
George Wyllie died in May at the age
of 91. Donny O’Rourke asks a lot of
questions and plays the ukulele…

Reviews
THE CRISIS OF THE
EUROPEAN UNION: A
RESPONSE
HABERMAS, JÜRGEN (2012),
MALDEN MA & CAMBRIDGE:
POLITY PRESS, £16.99, 120PP

T

his incisive collection of Habermas’
recent writings provides a
constructive exploration of a range of
increasingly urgent problems faced by the
European project and the international
community at large. What is perhaps
most striking, especially when contrasted
with the sense of panic and doom that
pervades much contemporary writing
on the subject, is the calm and measured
way in which Habermas deals with such
weighty issues, proposing and analyzing
long-term solutions to the problems
we face. The collection is notable for its
breadth and depth, and is permeated
throughout by a sense of rare wisdom.
Structured in three parts, it begins with
an essay on the constitution of Europe,
which leads into a second piece on
human rights, before concluding with an
appendix that contains a small collection
of Habermas’ recent interventions on the
current economic crisis.
Starting with an essay on the
European constitution, there is an
examination of the internal problems
facing Europe,
which is
complemented by
a discussion of its
changing role on
the world stage. In
terms of the former,
Habermas’ advocacy
for the European
project will perhaps
come as no surprise,
and here he makes
a pervasive and
impassioned
argument for
further integration,
building his
case around
the democratic
imperative that is
beginning to emerge
as a product of the
contrast between popular rejection of and
participation in the European project.

The choice we face is thus between
a post-democratic model, in which
Europe’s future is decided by a small
and remote political elite, and forging
a system of transitional democracy that
fosters popular engagement as part of a
supranational decision-making process.
Habermas’ argument leads us
through a considerable amount of lowlevel legal detail regarding the structure
of the European Union, detail which will
no doubt be unfamiliar to those who
have not yet taken the time to acquaint
themselves with the EU institutions
and their workings. This, however, is a
curious point, and one that in a certain
sense is symptomatic of the problem of
encouraging democratic participation in
a project, which — as Habermas himself
openly acknowledges further on in the
book — has deliberately been developed
at arm’s length from the democratic
interference of the nation state, among a
community of citizens that show neither
the patience nor interest to get to grips
with what after all still remain farremoved and abstract juridico-political
concepts.
Yet it looks increasingly likely that
history will not give us the luxury of
such a choice and will instead force our
hand. As explained by Habermas, it is
hard to see how the European project
can succeed without further developing a
transnational model
of democracy,
and therein lies
the second major
theme of this essay:
how global events
in the twenty-first
century will largely
render such a course
of development
inevitable in the
longer term,
regardless of the
outcome in the
short term. Ours
is a world in
which many of
the problems we
face are simply
too large to tackle
at the level of
the nation state (i.e. environmental
issues that require a coordinated global
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response and the financial markets,
which now lie beyond the control of
national governments). However, in this
respect, Habermas expresses concern that
we lack both the political institutions
to facilitate such coordination and the
will and vision needed to create them.
In this context he makes a compelling
argument that Europe’s best chances
of long-term prosperity, alongside the
survival of its cultural wealth and values,
lie in its nations coming together to
support each other as part of a reinforced
supranational community, and not in
the pursuit of narrow-minded national
interests, however justifiable these might
appear to be in the short term.
Moving on to the second essay,
Habermas goes on to expand upon
his ideas regarding the international
community, taking the ‘realistic utopia’
of human rights as a case in point.
The bulk of this essay concerns the
noble vision of a new world order
based on global cooperation, in which
human rights would “anchor the ideal
of a just society in the institutions of
constitutional states”. The term ‘world
society’ appears frequently and while,
read elsewhere, readers would perhaps
balk at such a prospect, with the very
mention of the term wont to set alarm
bells ringing in the minds of conspiracy
theory aficionados, it is hard to find
anything sinister about the points
made here. On the contrary, it becomes
clear that the scope and scale of the
problems we are currently facing will
require new institutions and powers at
an international level, most probably
achieved by building on the United
Nations framework, propending existing
bodies to tackle these challenges and
perhaps also developing new ones. Yet
Habermas sounds a note of caution,
showing an explicit concern for the
danger that these institutions and
their legitimacy may be hi-jacked for
the promotion of partisan (here read
Western) interests, and in this respect he
takes pains to censure the ‘imperialistic
misuse’ of human rights.
One interesting aspect to
emerge from this essay is a critique of
neoliberalism, an ideology primarily
driven by US and UK interests —
although Habermas notes it nonetheless

put down firm roots in continental
Europe too — for having foregrounded
so-called ‘liberal’
human rights at
the expense of
three other, equally
important categories
(democratic, social
and cultural). In the
grand scheme of the
essay, this is perhaps
only a minor
point, however
it does provide
an insightful
framework for
redressing the
imbalance that
lies at the heart of
the West’s failing
societies.
The final part
of the book is also notable for building
on the critique of neoliberalism found
in the previous section and contains
what must surely rank among some
of the most clear-sighted writings on
the unfolding financial crisis. In an
interpretation of events whose popularity
is rapidly gaining momentum, Habermas

traces the roots of current problems to
the rise of neoliberal ideologies and the
‘fatal triumphalism’
that the West
succumbed to after
the collapse of the
Soviet Union. “The
feeling of being
among the winners
of world history
is seductive,” he
notes, pointing out
that “in this case
it inflated a theory
of economic policy
into a worldview
permeating all areas
of life”. On this
count, Habermas
views our political
classes and leaders
as standing guilty
as charged, having been all too happy
to reap the rewards of irresponsible
speculation so long as they remained in
their favour.
There is a recurring theme of inertia,
not just in this book, but increasingly in
other writings on the turn global events
are taking. Compounded by the modern

“The feeling of
being among
the winners of
world history is
seductive,” he
notes, pointing out
that “in this case
it inflated a theory
of economic policy
into a worldview
permeating all
areas of life”

media, with its inherent short-termism
and penchant for revenue-generating
trends, ours has become an era of
politicking and technocratic management
with a striking lack of courage and vision
among those who pretend to lead us.
The fact that we are reaching a
fin-de-siècle is clearly reflected in this
book’s sense of impending change: a
prescient and awakening awareness
that our generation will witness a
significant shift in the tectonic plates
of global politics. In Habermas’ words,
we stand on the threshold between the
‘centralized universalism’ of the great
empires of yesteryear and the dawn of a
‘decentralized universalism’ founded on
‘equal respect for everyone’. Yet for all
the utopian promise inherent in these
words, there is something portentous
in the thought that circumstances have
outgrown the institutions set up to
control them in the aftermath of the
Second World War, a conflict, lest we
forget, precipitated by a crisis whose
scope and magnitude were not dissimilar
to — perhaps even lesser than — the
storm clouds gathering on the horizon.
Christopher Sharpe

Feedback
W

hile I find much of agreement
in Gary Fraser’s review of my
Tommy Sheridan: From hero to zero? A
political biography, I think the review
missed an opportunity to critique the
book’s central thesis, namely that Tommy
sought to protect his crucial public
persona of honesty and integrity - built
up before 2004 - by his actions after
2004, especially his defamation action
against News of the World. So the thesis
was that Tommy created a very successful
public persona by which to convey his
politics. And, it is this which explains his
subsequent actions.
If this approach had been taken,
it would led the review to see there was
no plot against Tommy but an attempt
to manage an unprecedented situation.
There was certainly a battle royal set
off by the events of 9 November 2004
when Tommy resigned as SSP national
covener and, at length (see Chapter 6), I

point out how the SSP leadership made
significant strategic and tactical errors
in dealing with Tommy. But whatever
the merits and demerits of these actions,
fundamentally above all else they were a
response to the train of events Tommy set
in course and not the other way round.
Tommy, to mix metaphors, pressed the
nuclear button with his defamation
action and once the horse bolted nothing
could get it back into the stable.
The chapter then on Tommy’s
persona and personality was, thus, vital
to telling, explaining and analysing
the Tommy story. Of course, it can be
subject to critique but to have avoided
writing it but for lack of attested
professional expertise in this particular
area would have been an abdication of
responsibility for any biographer.
Finally, the criteria for constructing
the set of interviewees were that of
working closely with Tommy and for
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some length of time. That is why 8
members of Solidarity plus his mother
and wife were interviewed (despite
others declining to do so). Invariably
this meant those eight were not his
closest confidants in the many years
preceding Solidarity’s creation in 2006.
But it does not mean there was any
bias in the set of interviewees, nor that
they were unreliable or that the book
lost its objectivity. A lengthy appendix
considering the methodology deployed
makes that clear. That the review finds it
unpalatable that many of the interviewees
subsequently testified against Tommy
in his 2010 perjury trial is clearly a
vexatious matter for the reviewer but not
for a biography that sought to gather
evidence and canvass opinion from those
that knew Tommy best.
Gregor Gall

Web Review
T

here’s nothing more annoying than
being lectured by members of the
British ruling class on their take on the
history of your own country. I’m afraid
poor old Greece is getting it in spades
at this moment. To listen to David
Cameron you would think that our
behaviour and actions towards the Greeks
have always been totally benevolent.
Never heard of “the Elgin Marbles” or
The Greek War of Independence which
turned out with Greece being nominally
in control of its own affairs but not in
reality independent
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Ottoman_Greece#The_War_of_
Independenc
The atrocities that accompanied
this expedition, together with sympathy
aroused by the death of the poet and
leading philhellene Lord Byron at
Messolongi in 1824, eventually led
the Great Powers to intervene. In
October 1827 the British, French and
Russian fleets, on the initiative of local
commanders but with the tacit approval
of their governments, destroyed the
Ottoman fleet at the Battle of Navarino.
This was the decisive moment in the war
of independence.
In October 1828, the French
landed troops in the Peloponnese to
stop the Ottoman atrocities. Under
their protection the Greeks were able to
regroup and form a new government.
They then advanced to seize as much
territory as possible, including Athens
and Thebes, before the Western Powers
imposed a ceasefire.
A conference in London in March
1829 proposed an independent Greek
state. The Greeks were disappointed
at the restricted frontiers, but were in
no position to resist the will of Britain,
France and Russia. By the Convention
of May 11, 1832, Greece was finally
recognised as a sovereign state.
When the Ottomans finally
granted the Greeks their independence,
a multi-power treaty was formally
established in 1830. Capodistria, who
had been Greece’s unrecognised head
of state since 1828, was assassinated by
the Mavromichalis family in October
1831. To prevent further experiments
in republican government, the Great
Powers, especially Russia, insisted that
Greece be a monarchy, and the Bavarian
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Prince Otto, was chosen to be its first
King.
The after effects of WWII were
disastrous for Greece. On October 12
1944 Greece was liberated from the
Nazis. The National Unity government
returned from abroad with George
Papandreou as prime minister. The
situation in the country was critical.
The British, who had been given
military control of the area by the
Allies, demanded the disbanding of the
ELAS guerrilla army and the surrender
of its weapons. After the German
withdrawal the principal Greek resistance
movement, which was controlled by
the communists, refused to disarm. A
banned demonstration by resistance
forces in Athens in December 1944
ended in battles with Greek Government
and British forces. Thus, the first phase
of the Civil War began on December 3
1944.
Accord quickly broke down, but in
street fighting between ELAS and British
occupation forces during December
(known as the ‘Second Round’ of
the Greek civil war) the communists
failed to press home their advantage.
Instead the KKE accepted the Varzika
Agreement of February 9 1945, calling
for the disarming of ELAS. The outcome
allowed a revival of right wing nationalist
forces shielded by the British occupation.
http://www.globalsecurity.org/
military/world/war/greek.htm
As always the British opted for
a military solution rather than social
and economic programmes. At the
end of World War II Greece stood
in virtual ruin. During the German
occupation, which lasted until October
1944, the economy nearly collapsed.
Allied bombing raids destroyed miles of
railroads and devastated the major port
cities of Salonika, Volos and Piraeus. A
combination of heavy military traffic
and neglect left the country’s highway
network in a precarious condition. Then,
as the Germans withdrew, they blew up
bridges, highways, and portions of the
four-mile-long Corinth Canal, which
was a vital link between Athens and the
Adriatic Sea.
The 1967 coup and the following
seven years of military rule were the
culmination of 30 years of national
division between the forces of the left and
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the right that can be traced to the time
of the resistance against Axis occupation
of Greece during World War II. After
the liberation in 1944, Greece descended
into a civil war, fought between the
communist forces and the now-returned
government-in-exile.
http://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Greek_military_junta_
of_1967%E2%80%931974
In 1947 the United States
formulated the Truman Doctrine and
began to actively support a series of
authoritarian governments in Greece,
Turkey and Iran, in order to ensure that
these states did not fall under Soviet
influence. With American and British
aid the civil war ended with the military
defeat of the communists in 1949. The
Communist Party of Greece (KKE) was
outlawed and many Communists either
fled the country or faced persecution.
The CIA and the Greek military began
to work closely, especially after Greece
joined NATO in 1952. Gust Avrakotos,
a high ranking CIA officer in Greece who
was close with the colonels who lead the
coup, advised them regarding Andreas
Papandreou “shoot the motherfucker
because he’s going to come back to haunt
you”.
The collapse of the junta both
ideologically and politically was triggered
by a series of events which unfolded
soon after Papadopoulos’ attempt at
liberalisation, with ideological collapse
preceding its eventual political collapse.
During and following this ill-fated
process the internal political strains of
the junta came to the fore and pitted the
junta factions against each other, thus
destroying the seemingly monolithic
cohesion of the dictatorship.
We have little to be proud of in
our actions with regards to Greece
during this period hence it ill becomes
British politicians giving advice when
we have never compensated for our past
demeanours
Relief and stability from post war
hardship really only arrived to the present
generation when Greece acceded to the
European Community on 1 June 1981.
This perhaps explains why, in general,
Greeks prefer to be in the EC than out.
However to ask a people living under
austerity to accept additional austerity
could push them too far.

VLADIMIR McTAVISH’S

Kick Up The Tabloids
Minimum Price for Hand
Sanitiser Loophole Freakout
S

o, the battle lines are drawn, we’ve
heard both sets of argument. It’s
now time for the Referendum. In about
another two years’ time.
The ‘Yes’ campaign, imaginatively
titled Yes Scotland, launched a few weeks
ago with movie star supporters and
showbiz razzamatazz. Proud Scottish
A-listers lending their support for
independence included Brian Cox (a
Scottish actor living in Los Angeles),
Alan Cumming (a Scottish actor living
in New York) and Midge Ure (a Scottish
musician living in the 1980s).
Meanwhile, the ‘No’ campaign, or
Better Together was launched last week
with, er, Alastair Darling, Johann Lamont
and Ruth Davidson. Depressingly, by
virtue of having once worked in the
newsroom at BBC Scotland, Ruth
Davidson is actually the nearest thing the
‘No’ campaign has to showbiz razzmatazz
(unless, of course, you are one of the
many thousands who confuse Johann
Lamont for Susan Boyle). However, I can
think of no more appropriate figurehead
for the cause than ex-Chancellor Darling.
I don’t know about anybody else, but my
immediate response any time he appears
on my TV is to shout “No ! No! NO! For
pity’s sake, No!”
I suspect many members of the
public are beginning to suffer from
launch fatigue. While Yes Scotland and
Better Together may have the highest
profiles, a myriad of other groups are out
there punting out their own visions of
the future of Scotland.
These include the ‘Scottish
Independence Forum’, ‘Devo Plus”, the
‘Independence, Mibbees Aye, Mibbees
No’ campaign and a group calling itself
‘Forward for Scotland But Still Getting
Eastenders on the Telly’. And while
many of us are already committed to

how they will vote in the Referendum, a
sizeable proportion have yet to make up
their minds. Indeed, the outcome of the
referendum in a couple of years could
hinge on booze. By this, I don’t mean
people’s voting behaviour will depend
upon whether or not they are sober at
the time, but that alcohol could be a key
election issue.
The Scottish Government has
recently introduced its new Minimum
Pricing of Alcohol law, with alcohol
not allowed to be sold for less than fifty
pence per unit. One unforeseen effect
of this is that it will lead to people
eventually realising what a unit actually
is. If you were to ask a cross-section of
the public to define a unit of alcohol,
the chances are they would answer “A
bottle of wine ? A case of vodka ? My
local branch of Bargain Booze?” At
present, the recommended limits for safe
consumption of alcohol are fourteen
units a week for women, twenty-one
units a week for men, and thirty-five
units per week for pre-op trans-sexuals,
who are of course women trapped inside
men’s bodies.
The danger with the fifty pence per
unit law is the majority of Scottish males
will regard this as akin to their five-a-day.
They will se it as compulsory to spend
at least £10.50 per week on alcohol.
Let’s face it, some people will have spend
£10.50 by the end of Monday lunchtime.
So, what are the implications for the
referendum ? People may be more likely
to vote no, since after independence it
will presumably be more difficult to nip
down to Carlisle for a cheap carry-out.
Drinks most affected by the new law are
those such as Tenant’s Super, Carlsberg
Special Brew, cheap strong cider, drinks
which are relatively inexpensive and
comparatively high in alcohol. The kind
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of drinks favoured by al-fresco parkbench and bus stop imbibers. This is,
effectively, a tax on teenagers and the
homeless.
However, it may lead to a return
to the drinking habits of simpler era.
When I was young, anyone who could
not afford to buy alcohol had to show
a certain degree of invention, ingenuity
and scientific knowledge. Hence, the
popularity in the 1970s of methylated
spirits, Bel-Air hair lacquer, after-shave
and turpentine. While these may not be
the tipple of choice for the alcoholic of
today, there are certain products on the
market which may appeal to our more
discerning, sophisticated modern-day
palate.
For example, anti-bacterial handspray has twice the alcoholic content of
spirits such as vodka, gin and tequila. It
currently retails in Boots the Chemist
for ninety-nine pence for a 35 millilitre
bottle, and in some other outlets will be
substantially cheaper. Under the new law,
a seventy centilitre bottle of supermarket
value vodka will have a minimum price
of £13.13, while thirty-five centilitre
of hand-spray (ten thirty-five millilitre
bottles) will contain the same amount of
alcohol but will costs only £ 9.90.
We may soon have the cleanest
alcoholics in Europe (on the inside at
any rate). How long before we hear this
request on the street: “Hey, pal, any
chance you can lend us ninety-nine
pence so I can buy a hand sanitiser ?”
Vladimir McTavish is performing with
Keir McAllister in “Vladimir McTavish
& Keir McAllister Look At The State of
Scotland” at The Stand Comedy Club
during this year’s Edinburgh Fringe,
from 3rd to 26th Ausy (except Mon
13th & Mon 20rd) at 7 pm. Further
information on www.thestand.co.uk
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