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COMMENTARY

DO THE RIGHT THING

Incredible as it may now seem, many Liberals and far
beyond the ranks of admirers of ‘the project’, welcomed
the arrival of the Blair government in 1997.

This was in part because of a perception that this
government was composed of non-liberals, rather than
anti-liberals; that it had arrived by a different route at
many conclusions that liberals would applaud.

We know better now. Labour’s assaults on liberty
have been unremitting, from e-mail snooping to the
likely imminence of compulsory identity cards.

There has been non-delivery on public services, the
cramped and grudging freedom of information
legislation, the broken promises on electoral reform
and the shabby corruption of favours to Labour donors
and cronies.

Sooner or later, these factors were likely to undo the
Government’s popularity, and given the irrelevance and
ineptitude of the Conservatives, it was always possible
the Liberal Democrats might profit.

Iraq has proved the lightning conductor for
everything about this government that disgusts people
who might have been its friends.

It is not possible for a magazine with Liberator’s
frequency to cover the fluid situation in the Middle East,
but let us examine what has driven the public
opposition to war.

Containment worked. Iraq has been boxed in for 12
years, accidentally allowing de facto independence for
the Kurds. Blair paid no attention to Iraq, beyond
enforcing the no-fly zones, before President Bush threw
his tantrum last year. Blair’s friend, former President
Clinton, saw no evident need to invade Iraq while in
office. What exactly has changed about Iraq’s conduct
since?

Loathsome as Saddam’s regime is, no convincing
evidence been produced of links between Iraq and
terrorism. Since 1991, Saddam has been a threat to
no-one but his unfortunate subjects.

Having made no convincing argument that Iraq
posed a threat, and having insulted the public with an
‘intelligence dossier’ that turned out to be a pack of lies
concocted by press officers, Blair switched tack.
Confronted by one million demonstrators, he
discovered the need to liberate the Iraqi people.

This argument will be used against opponents of war,
so it should be answered. Nothing in international law
allows Government A to attack and overthrow
Government B simply because it disapproves of its
internal conduct. A military free-for-all would result.

On Blair’s reasoning, the British army should
forthwith invade China and Burma and overthrow their

governments. The impossibility of this shows up the
dishonesty of his argument.

Blair has turned his back on Europe, and on those
who might be his most natural supporters, in order to
be the poodle of a president from the extreme right who
‘won’ with a minority of American voters behind him,
courtesy of organised fraud.

What is going on? Blair’s real enthusiasm is to fight
not Iraq but the Labour Party. By going along with Bush
he helps to distance Labour from its semi-pacifist past.
When he conspired to reduce European employee rights
with Spanish Conservatives and Italian ‘post-Fascists’ he
distanced Labour from its pro-union past. By giving in to
every commercial lobby he distances Labour from its
anti-business past.

Two phenomena should be noted. The first is that
when for the first time in his wretched career Blair tries
to lead rather than follow public opinion, he gets one
million people on the streets against him. Given his
government’s record, the public assumes it is being lied
to. So much for his communication skills.

The other is that the public has not switched off from
politics. It may have switched off from party politics, but
that is not the same thing.

So where do the Liberal Democrats fit in? Professing
fealty to the United Nations was all very well last
autumn. But the large segments of the party and the
public that oppose war with Iraq are obviously not going
to accept that ‘wrong’ is ‘right’ simply because Bush
succeeds in bribing or bullying a majority of the UN
Security Council.

A very large part of public opinion is going to oppose
this war whatever the UN says, and unless the Liberal
Democrats give a voice to that opinion in parliament
democratic politics itself will be discredited.

This is not a time for joining with the other two
parties in a show of unity. It is a long time since Britain
has entered an unpopular war, and the rules are
different.

If the Liberal Democrats say, “the UN voted for it, so
everything must be OK”, they will deserve the backlash
from people who have turned to the party for the first
time and feel let down. Since that includes large
numbers of young people, community activists and
ethnic minorities — all groups the party claims to wish to
cultivate — the damage will be doubly bad.

But if the party can keep up its criticism of Blair over
Iraq it has potentially been handed a way to harness all
the other resentments brewing against Labour’s
incompetence, corruption and innate authoritarianism.
This is the sort of chance that comes rarely. Let’s not
blow it through timidity or muddle.



A RALLYING WHISPER

When Charles Kennedy stood on a bridge to address
the ranks of Liberal Democrats at the start of the
anti-war march in London, he declared it to be his
proudest moment as a Liberal Democrat.

Indeed it was a proud moment, with more than
3,000 people not normally given to joining
demonstrations lined-up with placards bearing the
somewhat all-purpose slogan ‘Lib Dems Say No’.

But it almost did not happen thanks to
prevarication by Kennedy and other MPs, and internal
obstruction.

Things started when Susan Kramer and James
Graham put a motion to the Federal Executive urging
all party members to support the march, and for the
party’s media, campaigning and e-mail resources to be
used to this end.

The more naive type of party member might think
that when the FE calls for something, never mind
unanimously, it happens. Not a bit of it.

The first most people knew of the FE’s decision was
a mention at the bottom of Tony Greaves’ column in
Liberal Democrat News. The paper carried nothing
else and although Kennedy circulated an e-mail to
party members it made no mention of the march. Nor
did the party’s website or any other official channel.

Liberator understands that Lord Razzall, chair of the
campaigns and communication committee, refused to
sanction any resources to implement the FE decision.

Given the unprecedented response to the eventual
call for party members to attend, the publicity
garnered by Kennedy and the credit the party gained
among the anti-war majority of public opinion, this is
puzzling.

If Razzall cannot recognise the greatest public
campaigning opportunity for years, what others might
he miss, even if he did redeem himself somewhat by
attending the march?

Worse was to come. The march presented the party
with an unusual opportunity to reach out to groups to
which it always claims it wants to reach out, but rarely
does. These include ethnic minorities, young people
and disillusioned Labour voters.

So where were the recruitment leaflets to hand out
to marchers? The campaigns department refused to
pay for these. Those that did appear were created by
LDYS and FE vice-chair Donnachadh McCarthy, for
most of the time the only party officer prepared to do
anything practical to give effect to the FE’s motion,
and were paid for by private donations.

Meanwhile, Liberal Democrat News was pathetic.
The most momentous FE decision in years was
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ignored on the grounds that the mention in the
Greaves column was sufficient.

The 31 January issue carried nothing but a letter
from Women Liberal Democrats urging support for
the march. The 7 February issue managed scarcely 100
words, though admittedly at the bottom of the front
page, urging people to attend and join at the rallying
point, but with no contact details for further
information. By contrast, it found space for a huge
picture of Alan Beith with former MP Elizabeth Shields
and a blow-by-blow account of Edinburgh South’s
Burns night celebrations.

It did promise “more information next week”. That
was hardly much use as ‘next week’ was the day prior
to the march.

In a report to FE members, McCarthy noted: “I am
disturbed however by a communication from the Chief
Executive which seems to indicate that the Campaigns
Department thinks that Lib Dem News should carry no
formal notice/ specific article re [garding] the FE’s
request.”

LDN was not the only publication in a flap about
publicising the march. Liberator Collective member
Stewart Rayment also produces interLib, the
newsletter of the Liberal International British Group.

Since Iraq in an international issue, on which the
Liberal Democrat leader and FE had something
important to say, he included the motion in the
newsletter.

Three times he submitted it to LIBG and three times
it vanished amid an exotic variety of excuses about
e-mail failures. He did not bother to try a fourth time,
not least because the march has taken place.

Meanwhile, there was still nothing on the website
and the press office refused to publicise the FE’s
decision.

There was however something on the The little
known ‘extranet’, to which four persons from each
constituency can have access. This carried an
announcement on the FE’s motion, president Navnit
Dholakia having perversely concluded that this gave
sufficient effect the decision.

But even this did not include the FE’s decision, and
changed the wording from ‘encouraging’ members to
attend the march to ‘noting’ it.

The press office refused to get involved. When
McCarthy enquired why, he was told that it works for
the Political Office of the Liberal Democrats not the
party. POLD is the body paid for from parliamentary
funding, and this sounds like a distinction that will
return to haunt to whoever said it.



Things only changed when Kennedy decided to speak
at the rally. By then there was only a few days left to
mobilise.

The response was impressive. It might have been
impressive still, and a more organised campaigning
opportunity, had party officers done their jobs properly.

But while all this preparation was not happening,
Kennedy had been mulling over whether to speak at the
rally.

He had appeared to be waiting for the parliamentary
party meeting on the Wednesday before the march to
take a decision.

Some MPs were concerned that Kennedy would be
attacked in right wing newspapers if he took part. No
doubt he would have been, but right wing newspapers
are never likely to be very sympathetic to the party.

Matters came to a head with an editorial in the
Guardian the previous Saturday (8 February) asking,
“Where will Kennedy be?”

Since the answer “he isn’t quite sure”, would have
make him appear absurd, he revealed on Breakfast with
Frost the following morning that he would be prepared
to speak at the rally. Only after this did the party’s
communications machine limp into life.

A letter to the Guardian from Tony Greaves later
thanked the paper for getting the leader behind the
march and followed one from McCarthy highlighting FE
support for it.

Kennedy’s hesitation appeared to be based on
concern about keeping the party together, not
associating himself with the “no war in any event”
argument and not being seen with the far left fringe.

As it turned out, it was absence, not presence, that
would have confined him to a fringe and caused the
evaporation of the favourable tide of public opinion he
was riding.

There is also some dispute over the interpretation of
the FE resolution. Again, more naive people might have
thought that a unanimous resolution to support a
march meant what it said. Not in the upper echelons of
the Liberal Democrats.

Kennedy appeared to be under the initial impression
that the resolution merely congratulated him and
Menzies Campbell on their stance and invited the
parliamentary party to send an official speaker to the
rally.

An e-mail from Kennedy to FE members told them
that this is what he thought was agreed, a stance which
must have surprised anyone at the meeting.

Just to put things in context, here is the FE’s
unanimous motion:

The Executive:

1. Notes the ongoing Iraq crisis.

2. Supports the line being taken by the
Parliamentary Party that there remains no compelling
argument for military action to be taken against Iraq
at the present time.

3. Praises the work of the Parliamentary team, in
particular Charles Kennedy and Menzies Campbell, for
their principled and determined stance on this issue
which bas caught the public mood.

4. Continues to support the policy adopted at
Brighton Conference 2002, that the UK should
participate in military action only as a last resort; if
clear and uncontrovertible evidence emerges to show
that Iraq possesses weapons of mass destruction and is

likely to use them; after a full and intensive debate in
Parliament; with an explicit mandate in the form of a
UN resolution or in accordance with international law
and; if designed as far as possible to avoid civilian
casualties.

5. Therefore encourages Liberal Democrat members
to voice their concerns about the Iraq situation, in
Dparticular by participating in the Stop the War
demonstration on Saturday 15 February.

0. Calls on the Party to publicise this fact through
the press, the party’s email and internet facilities and
Liberal Democrat News.

7. Requests that the Parliamentary Party send one of
their number to speak at the post-demonstration rally
on bebalf of the Federal Party.

This meaning of the motion, in particular sections 5
and 6, seems to be quite clear to any reasonable person.
In his report to the FE, McCarthy concluded: “I find

the almost complete inability of the headquarters
machinery to deliver such simple requests extremely
disturbing.

“I am sure that once the national crisis has passed,
we will need to return urgently to the serious structural
and line-management issues that this situation raises for
our effectiveness as a national political party.”

* see feature pages 14-15.

LIST OF SHAME

There was a free vote on reform of the House of Lords,
but one might have expected that Liberal Democrats
would follow party policy in favour of an elected upper
house because they actually believed in it as liberals.
Not a bit of it.

Asked to back a fully elected house there were votes
against from David Chidgey, Brian Cotter, Andrew
George, Sandra Gidley, David Laws, Lembit Opik and
Bob Russell.

As if that anti-democratic exhibition were not bad
enough, George, Laws and Opik also voted against the
option to have 80 per cent of the upper house elected.

Since this fell by a mere three votes, the national has
this trio to thank for the perpetuation of an
undemocratic and unaccountable upper house for the
foreseeable future. They certainly have some explaining
to do.

Laws is a stalwart supporter of choice in public
services, but his attachment to choice does not, it
seems, extend to letting the public decide who should
sit in the legislature that governs them.

The performance in the House of Lords itself was not
much better, though the Liberal Democrats managed
the highest percentage turnout and highest proportion
in favour of election rather than appointment.

About 35 peers voted steadily for the elected options,
though 15 voted for an all appointed house.

However, the Liberal Democrats were the only group
in upper house where the chief whip and leader voted
the same way and in line with their party’s policy.

WHAT’'S IN A NAME?

The new email system in parliament, which blocks
supposedly rude words, has been the subject of much
mirth. It must make it hard to communicate with
constituents in Cockermouth, Penistone and
Scunthorpe, for example.



But now the curse of the obscenity detectors has hit
the blameless Liberal Democrat federal policy
committee.

The system kept rejecting its papers. The reason: the
address list included Theo Butt Philip. A quick change
to “Theo B-Philip’ and problem solved.

WE EVEN CAME ROUND WITH THE
OUT CARD

Over enthusiastic telephone canvassers for one
candidate told some Liberal Democrat members in
London during the Euro candidate list ballot that he
was already the capital’s MEP for the party.

It was bad enough saying this at all when that
position is held by Sarah Ludford, but to phone another
candidate and say it looks like carelessness.

The person concerned was sternly told to contact
those already called with a correction, and to prevent
anyone making this claim on his behalf in future.

And still the objections come in to the electoral rules,
in particular the mad one that states that candidates can
delivery an ‘out’ leaflet to party members but only so
long as they have knocked on their door first.

This might be reasonable in Westminster selections,
but not across entire regions.

Many candidates might be able to organise a delivery
round, but particularly in rural areas it is near
impossible to organise a personal canvass of individual
members. Those in the north west, for example, faced
the prospect of having to calling on a large number of
members scattered across the whole of Westmoreland.

Yet despite this Draconian provision, sitting MEPs
were allowed to distribute newsletters to all members in
their region merely a few days before ballot papers are
circulated.

The whole system seems designed to discourage
precisely the campaigning skills a candidate will need in
a public election, and to hand an even stronger
advantage to incumbents than they enjoy anyway.

One way candidates can communicate with members
is where members have agreed to give the party their
e-mail address.

This process has shone an intriguing light on how
people choose their e-mail addresses.

Step forward those prominent members who choose
to go by the sobriquets ‘honeybunny’, ‘newredarmy’
and ‘sexypants’.

UP FRONT

Guests at one of the soirees held to mark Simon
Hughes’ 20 years in parliament paused with jaws open
as his local party chair Gary Glover revealed one of
Hughes’ hitherto unknown talents.

One local resident had told him, Glover said, that she
enjoyed talking to Simon “because every time I do my
breasts get hard”.

COMPUTER ERROR

Aghast members of the Federal Finance and
Administration Committee are wondering what to do
about a new membership computer system, which is
late, over budget and causing headaches before it starts,
although it is unclear who has brought this about.

Last November the committee appointed sub-group
chaired by Duncan Hames to examine the project and
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decide on its future direction. It negotiated with
supplier ProTech and got a new delivery date of 6 May
2003.

A meeting between the two sides in December saw
the Liberal Democrats note that “for any proposed
delivery date to have credibility it had to be backed up
by a detailed project plan and a report on risks and
contingencies”.

Just before Christmas the party’s IT sub group met
and reached the consensus that ProTech “had finally
produced the sort of detailed planning document
required”.

But they were unhappy with the proposed delivery
date, which had now become June 2003, and with the
possibility that ProTech would further change the staff
allocated to the project.

Chief executive Hugh Rickard wrote to ProTech
stating that “the Liberal Democrats challenged the June
delivery date and regarded the retention of the
allocated project staff as a key issue”.

In January the IT sub group met again, this time with
the delivery date back to 6 May and a commitment from
ProTech to keep the existing staff on the project.

The group accepted this plan but noted: “We should
point out that the proposed delivery date took out all
contingency for delay that would have been available for
a first quarter delivery date and that further over-run
would have further cost implications for the Liberal
Democrats.” The party waits with baited breath,

WASTED CHANCE

The election of Menzies Campbell as Liberal Democrat
deputy leader is surely an opportunity missed. The post
is ill defined and largely what the holder makes of it
(Liberator 285).

It therefore ought to be a way to promote someone
else among the pitifully small number of active Liberal
Democrat politicians with any public profile; a group
more or less confined to Charles Kennedy, Campbell,
Simon Hughes and Shirley Williams.

Campbell has all the status and profile he could need
in his post as foreign affairs and defence spokesperson
(which he retains).

Electing his rival Malcolm Bruce would have
potentially put another Liberal Democrat in the public
eye. But it seems Kennedy has got his wish that his
deputy should be someone who above all poses no
threat to his job, now or in the future.

SPILLING THE BEANS

Long-standing readers will remember Hugh Jones, the
Liberal Party’s patrician secretary general more than 20
years ago. Jones, who was always willing to turn a blind
eye to Liberator being produced within his
headquarters, is poised to publish lid-blowing memoirs.

He has already published one volume of
autobiography, dealing with his years as a diplomat
mainly in Africa.

Volume 2, which is about to be published, will
include his time with the Liberals, according to a flyer
he has mailed out.

The book is likely to include not only the Thorpe
trial, the Lib-Lab pact and the Alliance, but also perhaps
such gems as Roger Pincham’s theories of human
levitation. Jones was centrally involved in these events
and may well have interesting things to say.



SECOND TIME FOR

SCOTLAND

With elections due for the Scottish parliament, should the
Liberal democrats go for another coalition with Labour, asks

Gina Ford

May 1 is polling day for the Scottish Parliament, and all
Scotland’s councils. Time for voters in Scotland to look
back on the first session of our reconvened Parliament
and look forward to the next one. One of the ‘blessings’
of our fixed term Parliament is that the political
correspondents have already been in overdrive for
months.

Will the electorate turn out this time sufficient
numbers to maintain its credibility? Will the
ever-spiralling cost of the new Holyrood building put
voters off? Will the building ever be finished?

How will the coalition partners fight an election
campaign? We already know the answer to this one - a
succession of snide comments about the Liberal
Democrats, made by Labour MSPs, have been hitting the
headlines for the past few months. Councillors all over
the country will be familiar with the last question, since
administration of local government by coalitions of all
conceivable colour combinations has been around for a
while now, but it still seems to have plenty of novelty
mileage left as far as Parliamentary dealings are
concerned.

At the time of great excitement following the first
elections in 1999, I was a member of the executive of
the Scottish Liberal Democrats, which was asked to
consider the partnership agreement with Labour and
vote on whether to go along with it. This process was
carried out against a backdrop of media pressure for
instant results, and was completed in a week. Many of
us felt that this was too hurried and were uneasy about
whether we had allowed enough time to get the best
possible outcome.

This time, in anticipation of the results again
requiring a coalition partnership of some kind, the party
is setting up a negotiating team. So, if all goes according
to expectation and we are offered the chance to join a
second coalition executive should we go for it?

On balance I think the answer is yes, but only if the
parliamentary party has learnt from the early mistakes
last time. The first couple of years of the Parliament saw
a Government with Liberal Democrat members in it
making things even harder than anyone thought
possible for Liberal Democrats in local government.

This was largely because ‘our’ councils were rural
and our partner’s urban, and local government
allocation in Scotland still heavily favours the latter. In
the early days our side of the partnership was regarded
as very much less than equal and our ministers the
lightweights at the table. I was pleased to read in The

Herald on 28 February that Jim Wallace is already
making it clear that he regards our bargaining strength
as much more of a force this time and is suggesting that
‘a second term on any terms’ is not an option.

In fact the evidence of the first term is that it is no
longer credible to rubbish our side. The Liberal
Democrat ministers’ track record is about as good as we
could have hoped, despite them having had difficult, if
not impossible portfolio issues to contend with. Ross
Finnie, was widely acknowledged to have handled Foot
and Mouth north of the Border much better than his
Westminster counterpart.

Jim Wallace has been acting first minister three times,
and has earned nothing but praise on each occasion. In
addition to this he has been justice minister, which has
put him in the firing line for a huge variety of issues
relating to crime levels or prisoner numbers and
overcrowding. As justice minister he has delivered a
Freedom of Information Act that works for the benefit
of the citizens of Scotland and puts to shame to cries
from London that we just cannot have this kind of thing
here.

Our input to the partnership has already delivered
the abolition of up-front fees for Scottish students and
free personal care for the elderly in Scotland. Both of
these are now being called for south of the border.

The Parliament has proved that a proportional system
of central government can work in mainland Britain and
that voters could cope with it. It is already clear that
delivery of PR for local government in Scotland is a
non-negotiable part of any agreement for the next term.
We have been spared most of the further erosion of
local democracy that has been inflicted on councils in
England. We do indeed have a record of action and a
promise of more. Life in a partnership Scotland is very
much better than if Labour had been unchecked in
power.

I think life would be even better if our Parliament
had tax-raising powers too, and I hope that pressure
will build to bring this about. To really deliver good
devolved government in Scotland we need the freedom
to set our own agenda financially as well as politically. A
modest tax increase to offset the cost of abolished
tuition fees and fee personal care would make good
sense, as both are a valid investment in our society.

Meantime, good community politicians everywhere
can take comfort from the fact that a members’ bill on
dog fouling is working its way through the system and
we hope see it become law before long!



LIVING ON
BORROWED MONEY

Liberal Democrat shadow chancellor Matthew Taylor sets
out in his Alternative Budget where the Government is going

wrong

For the fifteenth year in a row, we published an
Alternative Budget, laying out what we would do in the
Chancellor’s place.

The Alternative Budget ensures that we have thought
through and costed proposals throughout each
Parliament. It shows the electorate that we are serious
about preparing for national government. It means we
have a coherent critique of the government.

We argued at the time of the 1997 general election
that significant increases in spending on public services
were necessary to rectify the problems caused by
decades of underinvestment. Yet despite the hopes of
many, after 1997 the Labour government stuck to
Conservative spending plans and so deprived schools
and hospitals of much needed investment. In fact, the
percentage of national resources devoted to these and
other vital public services was actually cut.
Unsurprisingly, waiting lists, class sizes, traffic chaos and
pensions failed to see the improvements promised by
New Labour.

That policy was only reversed towards the end of
Labour’s first term, in the face of continued pressure
from the Liberal Democrats, and as Labour met a
worsening crisis in the NHS. Even then, spending
during Labour’s first term on most public services,
including education, was a lower proportion of national
income than in the Conservatives’ last term.

Truly significant investment was only made available
in the 2002 Comprehensive Spending Review — again
after sustained Liberal Democrat pressure. It was also
only made possible by tax rises that Labour had hidden
in its 2001 general election campaign. The Liberal
Democrat manifesto was widely acclaimed because it
was honest enough to show the exact costs of all our
promises and how we would pay for them.

Late as this new investment may be, however, we
recognise that it has shifted the political debate. Current
plans for increasing public spending in the period up to
2006 involve broadly the same level of tax rises overall
to those we proposed in the 2001 general election, so
the money available matched that we need for our
policies.

But Labour are spending it differently, and raising it
differently. Hence we titled the Alternative Budget
‘Spending more wisely, taxing more fairly’. It is about
guaranteeing that the money available is spent well, on
the priorities of the British people. It is also our
priority to make sure that choice in public services is
expanded, and that people have more local control over
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the services they receive. As you would expect, much of
the detail was about decentralising and reducing
Labour’s tendency to meddle in people’s lives.

The investment the Government is making is in
danger of being wasted. We need to change the top
down, over-centralised state in the UK; managing
frontline services from Westminster cannot truly reflect
local needs and priorities. And we need a change in
priorities so that they reflect the needs of citizens, not
Whitehall bureaucracy.

Our response to the change in government attitudes
is a root and branch review of their spending practices
and priorities in the public services. Our priority over
the coming year will be to map out our alternative
proposals so that the new investment in public services
is used to make the changes needed to guarantee first
class public services and provide real choice for
taxpayers to set their local priorities.

So the Liberal Democrat Alternative Budget sets out
the first fruits of our reprioritisation to the people,
reallocating misspent funds to transport, schools,
pensioners, and others. Our root and branch review of
spending practices and priorities in the public services
will continue of course through to the next election.
Many of the proposals will reprioritise misspent funds
to core public services such as education. Others may
stop national government doing some things altogether,
in the belief they are better done locally —or in some
cases (such as subsidising arms exports) not at all.

The first set of changes we proposed were about
spending more wisely. There is, for example, a pressing
need to fund better public transport and free personal
care for the elderly (and others) and we want to see
more progress on overseas aid.

A couple of examples will explain this. For transport
we used unallocated money in the ‘Capital
Modernisation Fund’, also known as the Chancellor’s
back pocket. This fund is used to bail out the
Chancellor’s mates, prop up dodgy government
schemes and generally keep Gordon Brown’s colleagues
on a short lease. Frankly, we believe the railways need it
more. Much more.

For free personal care we used part of the extra
billions allocated to the NHS this year, on the grounds
that free care should be a priority rather than the 35 per
cent increase in the central NHS pot. (Strangely a
disproportionate chunk of the increase in NHS
spending has gone to the budgets directly under Alan
Milburn rather than hospitals and other local services!).



Turning to tax, both businesses and ordinary taxpayers
are seeing tax rises at present to fund the Government’s
spending plans. We believe that these funds are indeed
necessary for our schools and hospitals. But with the
funding secure, and prioritised to our very different
plans to invest in change compared to the
Government’s overcentralised and increasingly unjust
policies, Liberal Democrat plans currently require no
further increase in tax on ordinary hardworking families
and individuals in the UK. As a result of the National
Insurance rise coming in this April, basic rate taxpayers
are now paying in effect the rate we proposed at the last
election, and the money is being provided for the
purpose we proposed. We have set the agenda and won
the debate.

However, as well as spending changes there are
significant tax changes that we do propose in the
Alternative Budget. Tax changes that achieve a
significantly fairer distribution of the tax burden, and
prevent the need for a significant tax injustice proposed
by Labour. Under Labour, indirect taxes have gone up,
while income tax was cut in 2000 by 1 per cent for all —
benefiting the richest most. The result was to cut the tax
burden on the rich, and raise it on ordinary working
families. The poorest 20 per cent of households, taking
all forms of tax into account, now pay 40 per cent of
their annual income in tax. The richest 20 per cent of
households pay just 35 per cent. In addition, Labour
now plan to introduce a new, unfair and iniquitous tax
on learning, in the form of top-up fees — burdening
students with debts of up to £21,000 after three years
study.

We will therefore make two significant changes for
ordinary people, funded by raising an extra 10p in the
pound once incomes exceed £100,000 a year. This
raises £4.5bn in a full year — a staggering amount of
money, which reflects the enormous growth in the
incomes of the richest people in our society over the
last few decades. Of this, £2bn will abolish tuition and
top-up fees which are an unfair tax on learning. Higher
education, and the choice of an excellent university, will
not under the Liberal Democrats be limited to those
who can afford it.

The remaining £2.5bn will be used to cut £100 off
every council tax bill, reversing rises which have been
forced on councils by Government, as a prelude to
introducing a fairer system of local taxation, based on
ability to pay.

The council tax is hugely regressive, penalising
working families and many pensioners. It has been
forced up by Conservative and Labour Governments
cutting their share of local spending and adding new
obligations to local Government. Many people cannot
afford this regressive council tax hike. This will be as a
first step towards introducing fair local taxation based
on income. However that can’t be done in one budget,
and although it probably wouldn’t take much more than
a year or two to introduce, this year’s Alternative Budget
is aimed at making things fairer in the mean time.

Of course, the Alternative Budget also sets out our
analysis of the government’s failures on the economy.
Despite his reputation as a competent Chancellor, there
are increasing doubts about Gordon Brown’s approach.
He presides over an imbalanced economy, and the
danger is that imbalanced growth will become no
growth. Any British business which competes with the
Eurozone is on the edge of a crisis, if it has not already
gone bust. We have the deepest manufacturing
recession since 1981, and the longest since 1945, with
employment in manufacturing down more than half a
million since 1997.

Meanwhile, the economy is kept going by increases in
government spending and increases in personal
borrowing. Neither can go on for ever — Britain needs to
earn the money it spends. So the Alternative Budget
also sets out our proposals to tackle those problems
and put the British economy back on the right track.

Briefly, I commissioned a review in the coming
months examining what, if anything, we can do to
prevent Britain’s housing booms and busts. Second,
there will be further work on simplifying the tax system,
and cutting red tape following up a number of specific
Alternative Budget proposals. Finally we propose to
tackle concerns about the accuracy of Gordon Brown’s
budget forecasts by getting the National Audit Office in
to do a fundamental audit in all the dark corners of the
Budget, every year.

So that’s it. Action to tackle the real economic
problems Britain now faces. Tax reforms that mean a
significant redistribution from the 1 per cent of super
rich in the UK to the other 99 per cent, to cut council
tax and end student tuition and top-up fees. And
spending more wisely, to guarantee free personal care
for the elderly, higher pensions, investment in the
railways. Times may have changed, but the Liberal
Democrat commitment to change them for the better
has not.



IRAQ ON THE RACK

If the US overthrows Saddam Hussein that will be the easy
bit. After that Iraq’s complex internal issues will come to the

fore, says John Hemming

The real challenge in dealing with Iraq is writing today
(27 February) expecting some form of invasion between
now and when this article is to be read trying to
prognosticate the future. However, in for a penny, in for
a pound.

It is pretty certain that the US, backed by some
others, will invade Iraq.

It is also pretty certain that the UK will be there. As at
today Saddam

Hussein is being reported as bringing troops back to
Baghdad (note that

20 per cent of the population live in Baghdad and it
is about 70 per cent Shi’a). Whether they will fiddle
something through the security council is not clear as
yet.

One thing that has not been generally reported is that
the Ba’ath have forced senior generals to keep their
families in Al Mansur and Al Amariya. The official reason
is for their safety. The real reason is to prevent the
generals moving their families out of Iraq. This means
that they are unlikely to arrange a coup because their
families are at risk. The form of “triple lock” that
Saddam Hussein has arranged with guardians to guard
the guardians who guard the guardians (and write
reports on them) is designed to prevent coups.

I would be surprised if Saddam Hussein went
peacefully. Too many people are after him and his
retainers such that without a country to control he
would not be safe anywhere in the world. It is the
extreme of a gangster regime based around a clan that
has a history of abusive behaviour.

The Ba’ath has no chance of defending directly
against US forces. If theUK government finds the food,
clothing and paint for the UK forces to go in the desert
the same may apply, but in essence the UK is part of a
multilateral figleaf for the US rather than a real player.

The regular armed forces are desperate to surrender.
They are mainly

Shi’a conscripts. The Republican Guard may fight a
bit, but if they have a way out they won’t.

The Mujahadeen e Khalq (Iranian Opposition) and
Palestinian students in Baghdad should worry the US
more. They have real sympathy with the regime - not
being Iraqi - as it has delivered for them. Nothing has
been reported in the media about them being in
Baghdad (although they are mentioned elsewhere).
Unless they have a way out they, like many in the secret
police, will fight to the death.

Tony Blair appears to be looking for a really short
sharp ‘shock and awe’ of a war lasting perhaps 3-4 days
before the regime capitulates. I wonder where he gets
this from. The theory behind Shock and Awe is
analysing techniques for creating a situation in which
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your opponents surrender. There are nine different
types of proposals in the original book written by
Harlan Ullman. The “Hiroshima and Nagasaki” version
distinguishes itself by being a particular attack on
civilian targets. Like, er is that what they are really
supposed to be doing? Then again Clare Short MP did
say military action was potentially a good idea if it
helped improve the Iraqi economy (Hansard 30/1/03).
What a weird world.

Still Tony and his cronies believe that it will only take
3-4 days, a bit like the First World War that was “The
Great War to End All Wars" and was to be “over by
Christmas”.

One thing to recognise about Saddam Hussein and
the Ba’ath regime is that the actions of Saddam Hussein
are not alien to actions that have happened in Iraq in
the past. There are a wide range of ethnic groups and
religious sects in Iraq. The only thing that tends to unite
them is that historically they have all oppressed
someone else, apart perhaps from the Shi’a who have
generally been on the receiving end of oppression.

Saddam Hussein’s regime may be the worst the world
has ever seen (actually worse for the Iraqis than Hitler
was for Germans). However, the Kurds have been
alleged to have oppressed the Assyrian Christians in
recent years. There was even a battle between the
Sorani Kurds and the Badinani Kurds in the mid 1990s
mainly over customs revenue that were being kept just
for the Badinanis. This ethnic division within the Kurds
is rarely recognised by people who are not Kurdish.
There is, however, a different language and different
traditional dress styles. The political parties are the KDP
(Badinani) and PUK (Sorani).

The big problem for the USA is that they think that
people in Iraq will behave as “rational consumers”
within concepts such as the “ideal market”. It all comes
from a disconnection between different systems of
society.

If you take an anthropological perspective there are a
number of differences between say Iraq and the USA.

One aspect is whether the system is an open or
closed society. Closed societies are those in which the
people in control are not readily open to challenge.
They tend towards being more corrupt and an
individual’s fluency in ‘arselikhan’ is more important
than what they can contribute to society as a whole.

Another aspect is whether the society is “segmented”.
The natural human behaviour is to develop systems of
segmentation. These are normally patriarchal societies,
but result almost invariably in feudal systems in which
families group into tribes, clans and/or castes. Those
systems of loyalty then are the mechanism through
which people make progress.



Countries such as
Pakistan record
this on identity
cards. Iraq has
avoided this
because of the
concern that the
ruling Tikritis
could be unsafe in
certain
circumstances. It
is, however, a very
important factor -
and perhaps the
major cause of
misunderstanding
between the US
and UK and other
societies.

A third relatively
trivial aspect is
religion. There is
much more variety between the people who espouse
particular religions than there is between the major
religions. Where Liberals often go wrong is that they do
not recognise that Islam in a segmented society actually
tempers the potential human rights abuses that would
otherwise result from unrestrained tribalism. Islam is
mixed up with segmentation when the two are actually
completely different aspects of any society.

Politicians who are used to segmented systems where
individual and family loyalty is key have little overlap
with politicians who are used to ideological politics.
Inner city Birmingham politics, for example, requires an
understanding of segmented politics as election results
are influenced by it. It does, however, take quite a bit of
understanding to really be able to work in that
environment.

The real problem faced by the USA is that it has two
choices. In a direct fight with the regime the USA will
win. However, those associated with the regime are
threatened by score settling from other Iraqis.

The USA can approach things in two ways. It can try
to keep those who currently run the regime in power
which will be dramatically resented by the others
alternatively they can try to bring in others in which
case there will be an attempt to settle scores against the
ex-regime members.

Those people who are part of the regime are well
aware of this. They know that between 14,000 and
100,000 people died in the civil war at the end of the
first gulf war. It was this threat to the personal security
of those associated with the regime that pushed them

back into supporting the regime in 1991; otherwise the
regime would have fallen.

The USA, therefore, has a problem with the fact that
those who are linked to the regime may fight to the
death if they are likely to lose control. Alternatively they
can try to maintain the power structure and then
everyone else will want to kill a substantial proportion
of those in power.

The second problem faced by the USA is that, if it
tries to keep control, then as soon as the Ba’ath have
gone the key priority of much of the Iraqi opposition
will be to get rid of the USA. The USA is unlikely to use
systems of oppression as forceful as the Ba’ath. People
will wade into Iraq from all over the world with the
objective of forcing the USA out of Iraq partially in body
bags. That will not involve a full frontal confrontation of
the US military, but attempts to get rid of them through
attrition.

Even if the regime goes quickly, which is not that
likely, there remain a number of problems.

The first civil war is between the regime and the rest
of Iraq. This is likely to be a fight to the death. The
second civil war is between the people of Iraq and the
occupiers.

Where it goes from there is difficult to judge. Turkey,
Iran, Saudi Arabia and

Syria all have interests in Iraq. In the past the Ikhwan
have fought the Shi’a. There are still plenty of Turks
living in Kirkuk. I don’t mind trying to predict the first
two civil wars writing now, but you will have to ask me
later about what happens after that.
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AMERICA

LETTER FROM

Nathan Walker calls on the rest of the world to restrain his

country’s president

Hey everyone, listen! All you Brits — is that what you call
yourselves? I'm just a stupid American — All you Brits
over there, an ocean and a continent off, listen up!

My apologies for such a rude and presumptive
introduction, but I'm having trouble starting this off.
After all, just how does one introduce a dialogue
intended for an entire population that sets out to ask
them to please stop supporting his leader? I'm talking of
course about the current tension between Iraq and my
alleged president, Mr. Bush.

George W. seeks war with Iraq. He has said as much,
and the only reason he hasn’t already invaded and set
his up father as interim governor is that the UN has held
things up. Thankfully.

Keep in mind, all of Mr.
Bush'’s accusations against
Saddam Hussein rest on
the point that Hussein is
in violation of UN laws.
He wants war because UN
personnel acting on UN
mandate have been
impeded from doing their
jobs. Clearly this is a
United Nations matter —
not simply an American
one.

And yet Mr. Bush
would impose war on
Iraq, with or without UN
approval. For the record,
the majority of the Security Council seem unimpressed
with my cowboy president’s haste.

For Bush to launch a war “protecting” UN interests in
opposition to UN desires is absurd. And yet your leaders
support him. If the U.S. can launch a war against Iraq
without UN approval, then why can’t France? Or Italy?
Or North Korea?

You see where I'm going with this. Such a war would
de-legitimize the United Nations, and even so, my
war-mongering, minority-hanging, quasi-democratically
elected president would order a first-strike against the
small and outmanned nation of Iraq. Of course, Mr.
Bush plans to use only the most innovative and “safe”
weapons available to his military, the most advanced in
the world (he holds the title Commander in Chief,
which is the leader of the armies), to “target” Mr.
Hussein and his allies, leaving the Iraqi citizens
untouched, and supposedly, better off.

Am I the only one who remembers the American
“smart missile” that crashed through a certain Chinese
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ambassador’s window? Of course, of course, that was a
regrettable mistake — one that I've heard will not be
repeated.

But let’s not forget that Dubya’s brother (‘Dubya’ is
Mr. Bush’s nickname. I don’t know if American
linguistic anomalies are well-known abroad, but the
Texan dialect pronounces double-u as dubya, that’s
dub-yah, emphasis on the first syllable, which is his
middle initial.) ...Dubya’s brother governs a state
(Florida) that accidentally dumped a few stacks of used
presidential ballots into the Atlantic Ocean. As Mr. Bush
is such a supporter of family virtues, I'm sure he’ll agree
that characteristics like trustworthiness and intelligence
often run in families. Good thing Florida has electronic
voting booths now.
We won’t have to
worry about that in
the future.

To be fair, I
know none of the
Bushes personally,
but I was born and
raised in America,
and I know that Mr.
Bush isn’t even very
good at reciting the
speeches his boys
write him. That,
amongst other
observations, is
what my misgivings
are based on.

Speaking of Mr. Bush’s presidential campaign, he
made many promises to the “American People” during
that time (for the record, Mr. Bush was appointed to his
position by our Supreme Court, who voted him in by a
staggering 5-4 margin). Some of his ramblings have
since proven untrue. This is, regrettably, the nature of
politicians.

Specifically, he said that America should be humble —
his word — which is itself an interestingly proud remark.
I find it questionable that such a humble nation would
attack such a minimally-armed state as Iraq — and
compared to the U.S., they certainly seem to be so.

The entire Iraqi military is on guard, but a small,
easily-dispatched portion of our military stands poised
to crush them in a single telegenic blow. Before the
entire world. Whether the rest of the world, including
Britain (hell, he doesn’t even care what Americans
think, so long as they obey orders and don’t think too
much) likes it or not.



Now you may say that Mr. Bush does
care about what our friends the Brits
think. We do know after all that he
likes to take care of his friends. But he
only cares because your leaders back
him. This way, he can point and yell
and shout “Vindication! Vindication!”
and show the rest of the world that he
actually has some international
support for his war.

And what is it exactly that your
leaders are supporting? What brand of
politics has Mr. Bush cooked up so
enticingly as to get them to do just
that? He cares nothing for established policies or
guidelines. Nor does he care for majority rule — more
Americans voted for Al Gore than Bush - or vetoes.
France or anyone else can veto all they like. My
president will still order Iraqis killed. He said so
himself, on multiple occasions, on TV.

What does this mean for the UN? Nothing good, I
guarantee. If Mr. Bush’s war gets vetoed or voted down
then the UN threatens itself, because he’ll still pick up
his daddy’s gun. By committing to such a situation, the
UN will show the world that it lacks the power to
enforce its rules evenly. It will lose face to the world,
and I'd rather not think about where it might go from
there.

This, however, is if the UN refuses to be bullied.
There are some very smart people working in the UN,
and it might occur to them to go along with Mr. Bush’s
war simply to avoid such a situation. This, in my
opinion, is a very bad thing. The implications of such an
act are staggering.

...And still your leaders offer him their support. They
lend him their world-weighty names to tack beneath his
own. I'm not sure if any of you have counted recently,
but Mr. Bush’s and your own leaders’ are about the only
ones on that list.

Just what is Bush’s problem with the UN, anyway?
Ignore all the posturing, all the posing, all the
cellophane that looks so good on camera. Mr. Bush’s
main problem is that he can’t wait.

Hans Blix of the UN Inspection Team says that things
are progressing, if slowly. The UN Security Council
appears to be willing to ride out the wait. Why can’t
Bush? He says we need to strike before Saddam does.
But why hasn’t Bush been proved right yet? Why hasn’t
Saddam attacked? Maybe it could be that his invisible
weapons are incorporeal as well.

Bush says he’s afraid to wait because Saddam will
certainly attack, given time. What I've been wondering is
just how possible that is. The surveillance saturation
that Iraq is experiencing at the moment must make it
awfully difficult to move, much less use, any hidden
weapons. Unless of course he uses them locally, which
seems unlikely so long as peace still stands.

But my alleged president has thought of this. He
knows that people will eventually see the
near-impossibility of any direct attack from Iraq, which
is why he needs to fight now. He would have you
believe that the nebulous attacks will look more like
those of September 11th in New York than a modern
war. He hints at terrorist connections, and would have
everyone see the invisible, incorporeal, nonexistent ties
that would justify his war.

That’s what he needs more than anything else.
Justification. But even more than justification before the
rest of the world, he needs justification before America.
I told you before, he doesn’t care what you think. If the
right percentage of American citizens grant him their
support, he will move to conquer Iraq as soon as he
can, which is fast. Everything he does is aimed at upping
that percentage, and his PR guys can be very persuasive
to a lot of people.

I was reading a Time magazine the other day, and it
reported that 57% of Americans in some Time/CNN poll
said that “the final decision on disarming Iraq should be
in the hands of the UN Security Council, not the
President or Congress.”

See? Even most of us think he’s wrong for trying to
take charge. One last time, I must ask you: Why do your
leaders back him? For everyone’s good, the UN needs to
keep control of this one.

And Mr Blair, if you read this: Please consider my
words carefully; I fear you know not what you do. I say
this with great respect.
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STOCK RESPONSES

Those who want to criticise Britain’s relationship with
America will have to do better than rely on knee-jerk
responses, argues Simon Titley

There’s a story British people like to tell about
Americans. When Alan Bennett’s play ‘The Madness of
George III' was made into a film, it had to be re-titled
‘The Madness of King George’, otherwise American
audiences would assume it was a sequel and wonder
why they hadn’t seen parts one and two.

It’s a funny story but it’s untrue. Its significance is not
what it says about Americans but what it says about us.
We have prejudices about Americans and express these
through stock responses. The political issue of Britain’s
relationship with the USA has become acute but, if we
want to develop a coherent policy, we must try harder
than this.

The ‘King George’ story illustrates our key prejudice
about Americans, that they are stupid people. A specific
British prejudice is that Americans “lack irony”, even
though Americans produced ‘The Simpsons’, ‘Seinfeld’
and Woody Allen’s movies. We can see no irony in
criticising George W Bush’s mangling of the English
language, when we have our own world-class mangler
in John Prescott.

The USA is a complex, multi-faceted society and, if we
are honest, our feelings about America are mixed. If you
know many Americans, you will know they are
unusually open and friendly people. If you work in any
academic field, you will know that American
intellectuals lead the thinking in many spheres. You
probably enjoy many aspects of American culture, such
music and films.

At the same time, you may despise American fast
food, multinational corporations, excessive
consumption and pollution and, above all, the Bush
administration. The thing is, so do many Americans. In
each of these categories of loathing, it is Americans
themselves who are leading the opposition.

The country where fundamentalists flock to Wal-Mart
to buy apocalyptic novels is also where the publishing
sensation of 2002 was Michael Moore’s ‘Stupid White
Men’. The country that guzzles 25% of the world’s oil is
also home to one of the world’s most effective
environmental actions, Ariana Huffington’s campaign
against ‘sports utility vehicles’. And, lest we forget, half a
million more Americans voted for Al Gore than George
W. Bush.

So, when we are developing policy as opposed to
cracking jokes, we need to be clear what we mean when
we talk about ‘America’ and ‘Americans’. We need to
distinguish between things that are merely differences,
things we happen not to like and things that actually
matter.

What matters is where Britain’s future belongs. The
most important issue in British foreign policy is Britain’s
increasing failure to reconcile its relationships with the
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USA and the EU. The conflict with Iraq has brought this
simmering crisis to the boil.

Since the 1950s, successive governments have
pursued the idea that Britain could form a ‘bridge’
across the Atlantic. Some (especially the French) always
viewed this policy with suspicion. So long as the Cold
War persisted, Britain got away with it, because a
perceived common threat from the Soviet Union
obscured any differences between allies.

Once the cement of the Soviet threat crumbled, it was
inevitable that differences would emerge. Throughout
the 1990s, the differences that caused problems
between the US and Europe tended to be about
subjective interests rather than objective values,
principally trade disputes. Anyone who thinks the
problem started with ‘W’ should remember the fuss
Clinton made about bananas.

And here’s the clue to where we have been going
wrong in our assessments of the USA. Alan Clark once
remarked perceptively that the mistake pro-American
British politicians made was to assume the USA had
objective interests. They took the cant about freedom
and democracy at face value, and never realised that
American policy is the outcome of domestic lobbying by
subjective interests.

What Clark didn’t point out is that America’s critics
make an equivalent mistake. The death penalty, gun
culture and creationism are the type of issues that
condition anti-American perceptions in Britain. But the
significant thing about these policies, grotesque though
they seem to us, is that they are also the products of
lobbying by vested interests. We mistake them for the
products of objective values because that’s how our
own system of party politics works.

While voter turnouts are lower in the USA than in
Europe, there is a much higher level of citizen action in
the form of lobbying, petitions and various types of
grassroots participation. It ought to make for a much
healthier political culture than ours, except that it is
prone to money.

The weak point in the American political system is
the role of ‘campaign finance’. The cost of running for
office in any significant contest is enormous, mainly
because of the cost of TV advertising. A single candidate
for the US Senate typically spends more than is spent in
a British general election by all the parties and
candidates combined. It is effectively impossible for
anyone to run for major office without the financial
backing of business interests.

Short electoral terms and the added burden of
primary elections makes US politics a never-ending
round of fundraising. And the money comes with strings
attached. Bernie Ecclestone would have had no trouble



in America. It is considered quite acceptable for
business interests to make campaign donations
conditional on support for a certain line. It’s the best
politics money can buy.

For their part, the politicians (who, unlike their
European counterparts, do not stand on an ideological
platform) are quite happy to endorse whatever their
financial backers demand, and may even shamelessly
award their votes to the highest bidder. It is why, in
Washington DC, campaign finance is the most
important weapon in a professional lobbyist’s armoury.

Understanding this political dynamic, the
combination of corporate money and grassroots power,
is vital to understanding American foreign policy. It is
widely assumed by America’s critics that oil interests are
behind the war on Iraq. In a way, they are. Most senior
figures in the Bush administration have close links with
the oil industry. Ensuring supplies of oil from the
Middle East and Central Asia is central to American
geopolitical concerns.

But this policy would not be possible without the
American people. It is only because most Americans are
highly dependent on their
cars and addicted to cheap
petrol that the political
power of the oil industry is
possible. Without the
domestic consumer
demand, the oil industry
would have little political
clout.

Apologists for American
policy may regard this
process as democratic. In
reality, it is what economist
Fred Hirsch called “the
tyranny of small choices,”
the collective outcome of
individual decisions with no
collective intent.

These consumers inhabit
a country almost impervious to outside influence. Only
about 10% of Americans has passports. Less than 1% of
the content of American network TV is foreign-sourced.
If you have ever been to America, you will have noticed
the almost complete absence of foreign news on TV.

Most Americans neither know nor care about the
outside world; in this respect, their President is
representative. If they think about the outside world at
all, it is largely in terms of stereotypes. Again, if you
have ever visited America, you will know that the first
thing most Americans want to ask you about is the royal
family; it is the only thing their TV ever shows about us.

When foreigners are perceived variously as theme
park Ruritanians, dangerous terrorists or Stone Age
savages, it is easy to see how a climate of opinion is
created in which foreigners have no legitimate interests.
The first step to denying equal dignity to other people is
never to meet them. Isolation and ignorance help
underpin a foreign policy based on a ruthless pursuit of
perceived national interest.

Atlanticism is no longer a credible foreign policy for
Britain, if it ever was. British politicians flatter
themselves with references to the ‘special relationship’,
but this relationship is special only to one side. America
has shown no recent signs of reciprocating.

Even after September 11th, the US government again
refused to declare Noraid a terrorist organisation, and
has done nothing to stem the flow of money and
weapons from so-called ‘Irish-Americans’ to
paramilitaries in Northern Ireland. And if we want to
know how ‘special’ the American government really
thinks we are, ask any British steelworker or farmer
about US trade sanctions.

The most astonishing act of American disloyalty to its
allies, however, is the ‘American Servicemembers’
Protection Act’ (ASPA). Remarkably, it received little
media attention in Europe. It is a new law, passed by
the US House and Senate in July 2002 and signed by
President Bush, that authorises the military invasion of
the International Criminal Court headquarters in the
Netherlands, to free any US nationals detained by the
Court. It seems so ridiculous I will say it again. The US
has passed a law authorising an invasion of the
Netherlands, a NATO ally and an EU member. The act is
contrary not only to the NATO treaty but also
international law. Above all, it is an act of contempt.

It is widely assumed that the problem is the
consequence of a
right-wing Republican
administration, and
things will get better
once the Democrats get
back into the saddle. I
am not so sure. In a
political system where
policy is an outcome of
corporate lobbying, it
makes little difference
which side is notionally
in charge.

The Clinton
administration was just
as aggressive on trade
policy and just as
ruthless in its use of the
World Trade
Organisation on behalf of corporate interests. The
contempt of the Bush administration for international
organisations and treaties at least has the merit of
honesty.

When Britain considers where its interests lie, it must
think in terms of common interests. There will be times
when our interests genuinely coincide with those of the
USA and it is then desirable to form ad hoc alliances. On
a personal level, we can continue to enjoy aspects of
American culture and friendships with individual
Americans. But it is not possible to maintain a close
permanent alliance with a country whose foreign policy
is driven by self-interested lobbies and is also much
more powerful than us.

I have never understood how British Eurosceptics
have got away with criticising the EU on the grounds of
loss of sovereignty, while never criticising our loss of
sovereignty to American corporate power.

Britain’s future is in Europe because, however
imperfect the EU may be, it provides a forum in which
we can express common interests and a partnership in
which we have some say. The EU’s greatest achievement
is often forgotten — it has made war less likely. Blair’s
policy of hanging on to American coat-tails will give us
the worst of all worlds — isolation, no influence and
tears before bedtime.
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TO THE BARRICADES

When the Liberal

Democrat federal executive voted

unanimously to support the anti-war march, senior party
officers and MPs swung into action to obstruct its decision
and hamper efforts to gather party members for the event,

reports Tony Greaves

For many years it has been difficult to make a case that
the Federal Executive of the Liberal Democrats has been
a body which - in the words of the old Liberal party
constitution, relating to the late lamented Party Council
— was about “stimulating militant Liberalism”. Or indeed
about doing anything very much.

But there are signs that this body is beginning at last
to get a grip on the things it is constitutionally
responsible for: the strategy, tactics and organisation of
the party at the federal or British level.

At its meeting on 21 January it woke up with a
vengeance and set in train a series of events which led
to the biggest gathering of Liberal Democrats since the
party was formed in 1988, and for an overtly political
purpose which united the party from leader to
grassroots.

The FE unanimously passed a resolution moved by
James Graham and Susan Kramer which reaffirmed
party policy on a war with Iraq as adopted at the
Brighton conference last year, praised the work of the
parliamentary team, and went on to “encourage Liberal
Democrat members to voice their concern about the
Iraq situation, in particular by participating in the Stop
the War demonstration...”

It also called on the party to publicise this through
the press, the party’s email and internet facilities and
Liberal Democrat News.

In the event more than 3,000 party members and
their families marched together against a premature and
pre-emptive invasion of Iraq as a distinctive Liberal
Democrat section of the million and more who
occupied the streets of London on that day. They
carried some 2,000 placards and banners (including the
Liberator banner!) and they were led by Charles
Kennedy, Shirley Williams, a dozen or more peers and
as many MPs, plus MEPs and council group leaders and
a plethora of party officials.

A real breakthrough in party campaigning, and a
signal for the future.

Well, not quite. It almost did not happen, thanks to
blocking by key party officers and bureaucrats. That it
did happen was due to one person and one party
organisation — FE vice-chair Donnachadh McCarthy,
who singlehandedly took on the organisation and
co-ordination, and Liberal Democrat Youth and
Students (LDYS) who did much of the practical work.

The day following the decision on 21 January,
McCarthy got in touch with Hugh Rickard, the head of
the party organisation at Cowley Street in London, to
check how it would be carried out. Rickard was
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enthusiastic but pointed out that it was mainly in the
areas of campaigning and press relations, fields over
which he said he had no control.

The FE Chair, party president and peer Navnit
Dholakia, had agreed to give Donnachadh full authority
to carry out the decisions. So he asked directly for
action from the campaigns and press departments, both
based at Cowley Street in spite of Rickard’s astonishing
admission; the former headed by (Lord) Chris Rennard
and the latter by Robin Bannerjee.

For the next three weeks McCarthy was met with a
refusal to co-operate on most of the FE’s requests.

The Press Office refused to issue a press release and
never did so either before or after the march. Their
reason was the technical one that they work for the
Parliamentary Office of the Liberal Democrats (POLD)
and not the party itself.

The one press statement issued (on the day before
the march) was put out by the leader’s office. Having
lost patience McCarthy himself issued one on behalf of
the party on the final Thursday.

Apart from the nonsense of all this blocking by a
party resource which is far bigger than ever before and —
arguably — of nor more use, it appears that the Liberal
Democrats at national level have absolutely no press
resource they can call upon to do their bidding as a
party.

The federal (UK) party’s website is run by the
Campaigns Unit, though the ultimate responsibility for
its content seems hidden in labyrinthine bureaucracy.
Campaigns said the decision could not be advertised on
the website (other than in an obscure part of the
restricted-access extranet).

Rennard is clear that he was acting under orders: his
line responsibility is to the chair of the Campaigns and
Communications Committee, Lord Tim Razzall, who
appears to have been one of the main blockers of the
required action.

Eventually after much pressure the notice was posted to
the main part of the website but still merely “noted” the
march rather than “encouraging” members to attend.
The time and place was not posted until the Tuesday
before the march, after Kennedy had finally agreed to
take part.

Apart from coverage of the leader’s speech there was
little subsequent coverage given to the extraordinary
Liberal Democrat presence on the march, in stark
contrast to the Scottish Liberal Democrats website
which carried excellent pictures and lists of the top Lib
Dems who took part.



Also at the apparent instigation of Razzall, Campaigns
refused to send out an email to HQ’s extensive list of
members in spite of sending out a message from
Kennedy on Iraq which stuck to policy (and which
indeed distorted the agreed party line as confirmed at
the FE). They quoted “technical reasons” which
prevented emailing members with two messages close
together (though it was not clear why they could not
have both gone in the same email) in spite of having
given large numbers of potential euro-candidates and,
in London, mayoral candidates, the ability to do just
that.

In the event McCarthy used not only his own London
mayoral list to publicise the march but persuaded other
mayoral and euro-candidates to do the same, and was in
addition able to mobilise an astonishing variety of party
email networks to get the message out, thus
overcoming the bureaucratic numbskulls in the central
party machinery.

Alone within the central party system, Liberal
Democrat News under its editor Deirdre Razzall did
what it was asked, though with a hiatus when nothing
appeared in the second week after the decision, after a
memo had been sent by Rickard informing the editor
that the CCC considered that no publicity for the march
should appear in the party newspaper.

The parliamentary party was no better than Cowley
Street. Chief Whip Andrew Stunell refused for three
weeks to circulate MPs about the march and the
parliamentary party did not discuss the request from the
FE that they should both consider the resolution and
consider providing a speaker to the march.

This was all the stranger since the alibi of all these
“powers that be” in the party became their insistence
that the motion to the FE had been “referred back” to
the parliamentary party, and nothing could be done
until they had made a decision (and of course it was all
too late). It was at the very least suspicious that this
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assertion did not surface until some 18 days after the FE
met, and in the event the minutes disprove it. The
motion was clearly approved and the reference to the
PP was merely for information to seek their
involvement.

Kennedy’s eventual decision to take part came after a
slightly bullying leader in the Guardian (a response to a
letter from McCarthy) and from being more than slightly
bounced into it by David Frost on his Sunday morning
TV programme. His final decision came at a meeting
with McCarthy, in the presence of (Lord) Razzall and
other apparatchiks, on the Tuesday evening before the
march. By that time McCarthy was able to promise
Kennedy at le