ANNE MCGUIRE MP – OBSERVER COLUMN
January 2004
Happy New Year – I think it can still be said, although it now seems like ages ago since the festive season ended. 

As the shops get on with the sales, the holiday companies seem intent on getting us to book up for this year’s holiday.  There has obviously been a great deal of focus on air travel and I know, as some-one who travels by air every week, that security and safety is a great concern in today’s terrorist environment.  I was therefore keen to hear Alistair Darling’s statement on the use of air marshals as part of an ongoing strengthening of security.  Alistair was very aware of the concern of pilots and others about the deployment of sky marshals on aircraft.  Some of us, me included, have enough trouble trying to understand how we keep these metal hulks in the sky at 35,000 feet, without having to worry about armed police officers.  However, as Alistair said in his statement to the House of Commons, one thing infinitely worse than having a air marshal on board, is having a terrorist who is about to enter the cockpit.

The pilots association were clear that they had no objection in principle to the deployment of armed police officers, but they were worried about the protocol to ensure that the pilot was still fully in charge.  I know that the pilots representatives were reassured when they met with Alistair that this was exactly the case – I think we are all reassured that the person flying the plane is still the man – or increasingly the woman - in control.  However although air marshals are to be introduced, it is important that we take all steps necessary to ensure that terrorists do not get onto the airplane in the first instance and that is something the government will continue to do by keeping all our security options under review.

On the better news front in the international scene was undoubtedly the statement by Libya on 19th December, that it was willing to “eliminate such materials, equipments and programmes, thus ridding itself of all internationally banned weapons.” The Libyan Government, which for so long has been outside the mainstream of international activity, now recognises that the acquisition of such weapons do not satisfy its own security goals.  Over a long period there has been a sustained effort by the UK to establish a relationship of trust with Libya, in spite of some of the horrible activities in the 1980s to which it has been linked, not least the Lockerbie bombing. This effort is now paying dividends.

And much better news came at the end of the year with a report from the Department of International Aid.  The new Secretary of State, Hillary Benn, has made his mark very quickly and has presided over the achievement of record levels of spending on international development aid - £3.3billion moving the UK towards meeting the internationally agreed targets of spending on aid.  Over 80% of our country to country aid is spent on the poorest countries, with India, Tanzania, Bangladesh, Afghanistan and Ghana being the top five recipients.  We are now the biggest bilateral donor to Rwanda helping that country to move on from the terrible 1994 genocide and we are also the second largest donor on HIV/Aids in the world with a spend of over £270 million this year.

Life is now back to normal in the constituency with visits and meetings in the diary and local advice surgery programme being advertised.  This week we lose one of our long serving members of staff, Paul, who is moving on to pastures new after four years.  Like all our staff, he knows that he was there to ensure that constituents get a good advice service and I know he will miss the contact with the local people.

You can contact Sylvia Jackson MSP and myself at the Parliamentary Advice Centre, 22 Viewfield Street Stirling FK8 1UA, telephone 01786 446515.  If you have access, then you can e-mail me on mcguirea@parliament.uk or you can visit my web-site, www.annemcguiremp.org.uk
