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I thought I needed new glasses when I read the headlines that the big bonuses were back for top bankers! The bonus culture which paid out enormous sums for short term gains was one of the reasons for the near collapse of the international banking system last year and has been thoroughly discredited.  My view on this is clear – it is irresponsibly immoral for bankers to return to their old ways. Bonuses have to be based on long-term success. We should however recognize that there are many good and modestly paid bank workers who will get a few hundred pounds as their annual bonus.  There is a clear distinction between them and those at the top of the tree who award themselves tens of thousand of pounds and next week in Parliament I will be asking the Chancellor Alistair Darling to confirm that the reports on big bonuses are not an indication of a return to the ways of only a year ago.
At the other end of the spectrum, the National Minimum Wage has increased again from October 1st and although there was pressure from some to freeze the rate it would have been wrong to do so.  To have frozen any increase this year would have left around 81,000 low paid workers in Scotland hard pressed at a time when they need our help most. 

I was also pleased to see the introduction into law that tips and service charges can no longer be used to top up wages to reach the legal minimum wage.  For too long workers in some sectors, particularly in the hospitality and service areas, have suffered as employers tried to dodge their responsibility.  The right to receive a minimum hourly rate was one of the early achievements of this Labour Government and one to which we will continue to be committed.

I had the chance to visit the troubled area of Israel and Palestine for a few days in September and the opportunity to discuss the current political situation with politicians in both Jerusalem and Ramallah in the Palestinian Authority. For those who truly believe in the two state solution, the position appears to be quite grim.  The expansion of settlements, disturbing accounts of Palestinians stripped of their rights in east Jerusalem and the deteriorating humanitarian situation in Gaza, make it harder to see how we can move the peace process forward in any meaningful way, as well as dealing with some of the other threats that we have to face.  I hope that President Obama will continue to use his good offices to bring both sides to the table for the sake of all those people in the area who want to live in peace.  

The Olympic and Paralympics games are getting ever closer and I get a bit weary of those who suggest that these are not games for the whole of the country.  Sixteen Scottish businesses have now been awarded contracts directly with the Olympic Development Authority with a further 18 Scottish businesses having won Games-related work through the supply chain. Scottish athletes are already training to win their places in the UK team.

London 2012 and the Commonwealth Games in Glasgow 2014 are inextricably interlinked, whether that's by Scottish companies like NORD and Barr Construction who are benefiting from construction contracts in London or the aspirations of young Scottish athletes to compete in both London and Glasgow, the twin legacies that will be left in the east ends of two great cities, 

I attended the St Modan’s Awards ceremony last month and it was a very uplifting event to see so many young people recognised not just for their academic achievements but also for the contribution they make to the school and the wider community.  The new school and the other new and refurbished schools in the area are providing a fantastic physical environment in which young people can thrive and learn.  

The right decision at the right time has never been more obvious than in the case of the new Forth Valley Hospital.  Along with others, I was recently given a guided tour of the new building. The design and the facilities in the new hospital are state of the art, with a building that is both sympathetic to the local environment and to the needs of the patients and the staff who will use and deliver the services.  And yet had the Health Board not had the foresight to get the contract in place before First Minister Alex Salmond stopped projects being funded under PPP it would still not have had a single building block in place. Instead patients will soon be treated in facilities that are truly world class.
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