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O pinion ‘‘
W ithout the m iddle class,
there is no com edy

Comedian David Mitchell
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T h e d e v i l i s i n t h e
d e t a i l o v e r f u t u r e
S c o t s c r o f t i n g l a w

Y
E S T E R D A Y marked the
end of the pub lic con-
sultation period on the
draft C rofting R eform

( S cotland) B ill, the S cottish G ov -
ernment’s proposed legislativ e
response to the C ommittee of
Inq uiry on C rofting, which pub -
lished its report on the future of
crofting in M ay 2 008 .

T he committee, chaired b y
P rofessor M ark S hucksmith,
outlined a radical v ision, which
recommended reb alancing in-
div idual crofters’ interests in
fav our of the wider interests of
crofting to help to sustain rural
communities in the H ighlands
and Islands.

T his is tricky ground to nav i-
gate in policy terms, b ut the
proposals contained in the b ill
indicate that the gov ernment
appears – on the surface at least –

ready to tackle the elephant on
the croft; namely, whether croft-
ing’s future is to b e dictated b y
the narrowly defined interests
of “communities of crofters” or
the potentially wider interests of
“crofting communities”.

C rofting’s demographics in
the early 2 1 st century are not
those of 5 0, 2 0 or ev en ten years
ago. C hanges to E U sub sidy rules
hav e ob literated the economic
case for liv estock management
as a staple of crofting activ ity.

A nd in some locations croft-
ers are now a minority, com-
pared with non-crofters in the
community. B ut it is the remov al
of land from crofting tenure for
sale on the open market, coupled
with ab sentee crofters not put-
ting their crofts to purposeful
use, which has had the most
damaging impact on the co-
hesion and v itality of crofting
communities.

T he b ill also proposes b eefing
up the approach taken b y the
reconstructed C rofters C om-
mission – renamed the C rofting

C ommission – to regulation b y
req uiring it to take action on ab -
senteeism, “unless there is good
reason not to”. W hat constitutes
“acceptab le” and “unacceptab le”
ab senteeism merits further care-
ful consideration.

W hile the b ill’s proposal to
estab lish a new and definitiv e
R egister of C rofts seems a sens-
ib le step in prov iding legal cer-
tainty regarding the ex tent and
interests in crofts, the heckles of
crofters hav e b een raised b y the
prospect of hav ing to pay a £ 2 5 0
registration fee to complete the
paperwork.

W orse still, the proposal to
enab le a standard security to
b e taken ov er a croft tenancy to
secure a b ank loan is v iewed in
some q uarters a direct threat to
the ethos of security of tenure.

F urther proposals relate to the
thorny issue of “occupancy re-
q uirements”, recommended b y
the committee of inq uiry as an
antidote to ab senteeism and
“second home syndrome” b y
tying croft houses to residency.

T he b ill env isages responsib il-
ity for regulating these req uire-
ments b eing held b y the local
authority in the relev ant area,
a scenario unlikely to fill these
organisations with unb ridled
enthusiasm.

A s civ il serv ants sift through
the consultation responses to
the C rofting B ill, they are likely
to find crofters implacab ly
opposed to the majority of its
proposals.

T hat’s scarcely surprising at
a time when incentiv es to croft
are in steep decline. H owev er,
such v iews shouldn’t ob scure
the larger truth that, unless the
forces of ab senteeism and
market-driv en speculation on
croft land are q uelled, crofting’s
future looks b leak.

E q ually, the S cottish G ov ern-
ment’s soft-focus rhetoric ab out
the need to preserv e a uniq ue
“crofting way of life” should b e
b acked with tangib le policy
measures, adding sub stance to
warm words.
l Dr CalumMacleod is a senior
research fellow at theUniversity
of the Highlands and Islands. Dr
Nicole Busby is a law lecturer at
the University of Stirling.
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Osborne’s new ‘progressive’ label
Today’s Conservatives are no more
progressive than is the burnt-out
shell of the Labour Party

N
E W political eras
req uire b rand names.
T he age b etween
M argaret T hatcher
and G ordon B rown

was stamped indelib ly with the
words “modern” and “new”,
terms patented b y P eter M andel-
son so L ab our could safely ab an-
don the word socialism.

T wo decades on, “modern”
and “new” hav e b een emptied of
all meaning and we see the reali-
ty hidden b eneath the political
adv ertising.

New L ab our is now run, to all
intents and purposes, b y a
memb er of the H ouse of L ords;
unemployment is higher than
when T ony B lair entered Num-
b er 1 0; pub lic finances hav e b een
wrecked; we are b ogged down in
a land war in A sia that could last
a b ib lical 4 0 years; and the gov -
ernment has done ev erything in
its power to ab olish hab eas
corpus.

B ut what word to apply to the

nex t era in B ritish politics? E nter
G eorge O sb orne, the shadow
chancellor: “T he torch of pro-
gressiv e politics has b een passed
to a new generation of politi-
cians – and those politicians are
C onserv ativ es.”

W hether you b eliev e it or not,
this is a b rilliant tactical man-
oeuv re on the part of the T ories,
as prov ed b y the v enom with
which L ord M andelson has
striv en to rub b ish it.

H ad M andy kept his trap shut,
no-one would hav e paid that
much heed to a philosophical
speech b y the shadow chancellor
to the D emos think tank, a home
for B lairite refugees. B ut M r
O sb orne has the gov ernment
where it hurts, for no-one b e-
liev es L ab our has an ounce of
progressiv ism left in it, particu-
larly its activ ists.

L eav e on the shelf for the
moment the fact that, in plain
E nglish, the words progressiv e
and conserv ativ e mean the

opposite of each other. P rogres-
siv ism is an old political mov e-
ment with a solid pedigree.

It b egan in the U nited S tates at
the start of the 2 0th century. T he
years after the C iv il W ar had seen
A merica transformed into the
world’s b iggest economy. B ut
corruption and cronyism were
rife in b usiness and in b oth the
main political parties, and a fail-
ure to reform institutions had
rendered the country unstab le.
( Not unlike B ritain today.)

E nter T eddy R oosev elt, the
charismatic former president. In
1 9 1 2 , he b roke with the R epub li-
cans ( then the party of the north-
ern towns) and formed the P ro-
gressiv e P arty. In the ensuing
election, the P rogressiv es ran on
a platform of women’s suffrage,
the direct election of senators
and new laws to regulate b usi-
ness. R oosev elt gained 4 ,1 2 6 ,02 0
v otes, trouncing the R epub lican
candidate, W illiam T aft. B ut b y
splitting the v ote he let in the
segregationist D emocratic P arty
candidate, W oodrow W ilson.

T he P rogressiv es were a mod-
est b ut activ e force in U S politics
for decades thereafter, gradually
mov ing leftwards.

In 1 9 4 8 , the P rogressiv e P arty
candidate, H enry W allace, could
still poll more than a million
v otes. T he legacy of the progres-

siv e agenda can b e seen in A mer-
ica’s rigorous anti-corruption
laws. T he b osses of E nron went
to jail. H ere in the U K , the L ab our
gov ernment stopped the S eri-
ous F raud O ffice from pursuing
its inv estigation into B A E arms
deals with S audi A rab ia.

T he essence of this kind of
progressiv ism is that it is
reformist, anti-estab lishment ( as
in opposed to entrenched pol-
itical interests) and wary of b ig
b usiness. B ut it is not socialist,
b eing against ex cessiv e state con-
trol and punitiv e tax ation.

T he progressiv e agenda is
more ab out a rigorous commit-
ment to fairness than ab out re-
distrib ution. U nlike traditional
T oryism or the contemporary U S
R epub licans, progressiv ism is
also lib eral on social issues.

Is this the agenda env isaged
b y G eorge O sb orne? I doub t it.
G enuine progressiv ism req uires
more than M r O sb orne’s refer-
ences to “reforming” the pub lic
sector b y making it more open to
choice and pub lic inv olv ement.

M r O sb orne appeals to B en-
jamin D israeli, the 1 9 th-century
T ory leader, as a model for pro-
gressiv e politics. H e q uotes D is-
raeli’s famous max im: “In a
progressiv e country change is
constant; and the great q uestion
is not whether you should resist

Picture ofthe day

Ophelia, the 18 52 painting by John Everett M illais, is recreated by the 3B ugs Fringe Theatre at the Apex Hotelsw imming pool in

Allan Ramsay,
Scotland’s Pastoral
P oet, 13 August, 1949

T H E uproarious success of
T yrone G uthrie’s production
of a 1 6 th-century morality play,
S ir D av id L indsay’s The Three
Estaites”, at the E dinb urgh
F estiv al in 1 9 4 8 , has
emb oldened the authorities to
present another S cottish period
piece under his guidance this
year. T he paucity of old S cots
drama made the selection of
A llan R amsay’s pastoral, The
Gentle Shepherd , an ob v ious
choice. It has the dub ious

adv antage of b eing familiar to a
sprinkling of the nativ e pub lic
and the more solid one of an
easily understood form and
dialect. F or the rest, T yrone
G uthrie’s treatment will
prob ab ly decide the issue. T he
immense success of the first
performance in 1 7 2 9 may or
may not b e repeated. In his day
A llan R amsay was acclaimed
S cotland’s greatest poet and
ev en in E ngland and farther
ab road his name was coupled
with such weighty
contemporaries as P ope and
A ddison.
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