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Eleven o’clock in the morning in Tyndrum on Tuesday 21st December – temperature -7C and the man in front of me at the “Green Welly” was complaining that the water in his windscreen washer had frozen.  He was from the South of France and I could say nothing else but “welcome to Scotland” and advise him to get some anti-freeze fluid.  If he had stayed on he would have been able to experience temperatures in the village which plummeted to -12C overnight on Tuesday!  The weather conditions over the past few days have been truly horrific and like everyone else I had to deal with the consequences, from trying to dig my sister’s car out of our street, to joining hundreds of other motorists caught in a massive gridlock on the A80 on the Sunday before Christmas, trying to keep my car under control in the freezing conditions.  All over the country, there were similar stories.   However, throughout it all, there were emergency workers – from the road gritters to the nurses, police, paramedic and ambulance teams, and doctors who continued to turn out. And thanks to all the shop and service workers who tried to keep the show on the road at a time when we rely on them more than usual.  

When I visited Dunblane Sorting Office at the beginning of the Christmas season to speak to the postal workers who would be delivering our mail and parcels over the festive season, the idea that they world have to do it in such conditions never entered my mind.  They were just gearing themselves up for the BIG delivery.  So on their behalf I was just a little annoyed at the man quoted in one daily newspaper complaining when he was advised that his postman might not be able to deliver because of the terrible conditions, that he remembered “a time when postmen battled through in all weathers, but now it seems to be any excuse not to deliver”.  A little more understanding for those who for the most part DO battle it out in all conditions is called for!  

However, for many people the impact of the weather may have spoiled their Christmas with the non delivery of parcels and orders from the giant on-line companies.  Like many others, I also shop on-line and think it is a great boon to be able to buy at a time that suits me.  But I also try to ensure that I use real shops as well as I feel just a little guilty about the impact that the dramatic increase in on-line shopping is having on our town centres with more “real” shops – large and small - feeling the pinch.  On-line shopping is now growing 4 times faster than sales overall and accounts for 14% of the book market.  Trying to do what is best for everybody and to ensure that there is still a friendly shop worker behind the counter, as well as keeping the postal worker in a job, is a complicated equation indeed.

The internet has changed the way we live, work and shop.  However it is not the only way in which we communicate news.   Currently the Scottish Government is conducting a consultation  to force local councils to place all it public notice adverts on the internet, with John Swinney expressing  a strong view that it is a more efficient and effective way of spending local councils’ advertising budgets. Any such change will have a dramatic impact on local newspapers, cutting some £6 million in revenue. However more importantly it will not meet the objective of getting information to the public. According to Ofcom’s Media Tracker, only 6% of people use the internet for local news, while 24% use local newspapers.  So the case has not yet been made.  If you still want to see public notices in this local paper, then you should respond to the consultation before the closing date of February 12th 2010.

The years that is ending has been a difficult one for many in our community with the recession taking its toll and at this festive time we should not forget them and others who have faced and may continue to face difficulties.  The impact of the financial crisis had changed us all in some ways, hopefully for the better, and I hope that 2010 will see us edging our way out of the current economic difficulties. 

A Happy New Year to all Observer readers.

My contact details are: Parliamentary Advice Office, 22 Viewfield Street, FK8 1UA, telephone 01786 446515 or email mcguirea@parliament.uk
