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Charlie Hebdo effect still unknown

I t is hard to believe 12 months have 
now passed since the attack on the 
French satirical newspaper Charlie 

Hebdo. Even before the latest incident in Paris 
yesterday, which saw officers shoot and kill a 
knife-wielding man outside a police station, 
president Francois Hollande was admitting 
that a “terrorist threat” was continuing to 
weigh heavily on France.

The country has been on high alert ever 
since two French-born brothers killed 
11 people in the Charlie Hebdo building. 
Following the January attacks, the 
government announced it planned to give 
police better equipment and hire more 
intelligence agents.

France has, of course, been in a state of 
emergency since a further series of attacks 
killed 130 people in Paris in November. This 
has given the authorities sweeping powers 

to search houses and vehicles, and arrest 
suspects. M Hollande has now pledged 5,000 
extra officers will be added to the country’s 
existing forces by 2017 in an “unprecedented” 
strengthening of French security.

He told the country’s security forces that 
he would present a bill next month to extend 
their powers to “respond to the challenges 
we face”, including the rules of armed 
engagement with terrorists. 

One need only recall the swift pledges from 
David Cameron to boost the UK’s security 
spending after the November attacks in Paris 
to realise that Europe is a much-altered place. 
It is clear the full extent of the political fallout 
from last January’s Paris attacks has yet to 
become apparent. With the scale of the threat 
from lone gunmen still largely unknown, the 
reverberations of Charlie Hebdo will be felt 
across the continent for some time to come.

the rest of the UK in line with Scotland by 
recommending that mothers-to-be should 
not drink any alcohol during pregnancy.

But Scotland’s alcohol problems are well-
documented, with studies showing that there 
is more binge drinking north of the Border 
than any other part of the UK. An Office for 
National Statistics study found around a third 
of adults in Scotland had binged at least once 
in the previous seven days. 

A separate study for NHS Scotland found 
that people in Central Scotland were drinking 
18 per cent more than the national average.

And despite the best efforts of the Scottish 
Government, including its attempts to 
introduce minimum pricing, overall alcohol 
consumption is on the increase, according to 
the latest statistics.

This has been credited to the growing 
availability of alcohol in supermarkets and 
off-licences, which is said to represent 72 per 
cent of alcohol sales in Scotland.

Of course, the government is still embroiled 
in bitter legal wrangles over its efforts to 
introduce a minimum unit price for alcohol – 
almost four years after legislation was passed 
in the Scottish Parliament.

But it is now clear that this is much more 
than an issue about irresponsible drinking

With no noticeable signs of a change in 
Scotland’s historic culture of drinking, it is 
perhaps time for a much wider look at the 
problem. At the very least, there is much 
work to be done ensure the damaging 
effects of drinking are made much clearer – 
particularly to future generations.

Nation’s alcohol problem 
no longer about bingeing

A week on from the Hogmanay 
festivities, there is some pretty 
sobering stuff to digest in the new 

guidance on safe alcohol consumption.
A host of previous assumptions have been 

swept aside by the new guidance from the 
UK’s chief medical officers – and they are 
certainly eye-opening.

The most alarming one to many of those 
who consider themselves occasional drinkers 
is that having just one glass or wine or beer 
is enough to put you at risk of cancer or liver 
disease. Recommended limits for men have 
been brought into line with women for the 
first time, while experts are now warning 
there is no safe level of regular drinking 
without putting your health at risk.

The new guidance also largely rejects 
previous evidence that a drinking a modest 
amount of alcohol, such as red wine, can have 
health benefits. Drinkers have been advised 
to spread their alcohol consumption over 
several days and avoid the temptation to “save 
up” units. 

A report informing the new guidance says 
the risks of getting cancer “starts from any 
level of regular drinking and rise with the 
amount being drunk”. Heavy drinkers have 
also been urged to avoid “risky places and 
activities” to try to reduce the likelihood of 
damaging themselves through accidents.

Many experts believe Britain has been far 
too slow to issue new guidance on alcohol 
consumption, which is said to have doubled 
between 1960 and 2002.

Interestingly, new advice also brings 

A wider look at tackling Scotland’s drinking culture is needed in the 
wake of guidance about the many health risks of consuming alcohol
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“The Conductors pledge themselves for impartiality, firmness and independence... 
Their first desire is to be honest, the second is to be useful...

The great requisites for the task are only good sense, courage and industry”

Let’s not give 
The Glasgow
Effect project 
the Glasgow 
kiss off

T he backlash was furious 
and predictable, perhaps 
even understandable.

When it emerged that artist Ellie 
Harrison had secured a £15,000 Cre-
ative Scotland grant to enable her to 
live in Glasgow – and not leave – for 
a year, politicians and activists had 
plenty to say.

Ms Harrison’s self-imposed intern-
ment within the city’s limits – which 
she describes as an “action research 
project/durational performance” – 
was denounced as nothing more than 
a poverty safari, a holiday in the mis-
ery of others.

The artist’s project is named “The 
Glasgow Effect”, which is also a term 
used to explain the poor life expect-
ancies of the city’s most under-privi-
leged residents. Over the course of a 
year, Ms Harrison hopes to gain some 
understanding of how career, social 
life, family ties, and mental health 
might be affected if one was unable 
ever to leave the city where one lives.

This notion is, I think, problematic. 
The experiences of an artist on sab-
batical from a lecturing job and fund-
ed by Creative Scotland and the expe-
riences of someone living a hopeless 
existence in a crumbling estate are 
unlikely to be especially similar.

It was, then, unsurprising when Ms 
Harrison became the focus for criti-
cism.

Councillor Frank McAveety, the 
leader of Glasgow City Council, was 
not happy at all. If the artist would like 
to contact Glasgow’s Poverty Leader-
ship Panel, he said, they would put 
her in touch with “legions” of single 
parent families who could tell her “in 
minutes” what it is like to be poor in 
Glasgow and how that affects family 
health and prevents travel beyond the 
city. It should not take Ms Harrison a 
year to understand the poverty trap 
in which many find themselves.

And the rapper and writer Darren 
McGarvey – who performs under 

the name of Loki – was equally dis-
missive.

Mr McGarvey – for my money the 
most articulate and thought-provok-
ing figure to have emerged from the 
pro-independence Yes campaign – 
said that there already existed thou-
sands of artists who articulate what it 
is to live in poverty. Many of these art-
ists are marginalised, he added; Ms 
Harrison’s project epitomised mid-
dle-class dominance of the arts.

To Mr McGarvey, it was “horren-
dously crass to parachute someone 
in on a poverty safari while local 
authorities are cutting finance to 
things like music tuition for Scot-
land’s poorest kids”.

The writer added, with an entertain-
ing degree of sarcasm, that although 
he did not know Ms Harrison person-
ally, he was certain we might all ben-
efit from an insight into the thought 
processes of some of Scotland’s mid-
dle class.

While this public condemnation 
played out, there were attempts on 
social media to whip up formal com-
plaints about funding of the project. 
If you were furious about this waste of 
money, why not e-mail Creative Scot-
land to let them know?

But what, really, does anyone expect 
to happen? The answer – if we value 
freedom of speech and expression – 
should be nothing.

I am perfectly comfortable in pre-
judging Ms Harrison’s work as liable 
to produce little of great value. The 
project seems muddled and point-
less, to me. While I wouldn’t wish 
to be characterised as the sort who 
thinks someone isn’t a real artist 
unless they can draw hands, I don’t 
get what Ms Harrison expects to 
achieve.

She has, however, my support in 
doing what she’s doing. How could it 
be any other way?

If I, as a journalist, defend the right 
to publish without fear of censorship 

Criticism of Ellie Harrison’s 
‘poverty safari’ from the likes of 
Loki may be articulate, but it is 

ill-placed, writes  Euan McColm
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Tax dodgers are not helping 
squeeze on parking spaces, 
writes Alastair Dalton

D o you find it increasingly difficult 
to park anywhere near your home? 
If so, that’s not surprising, because 

the number of vehicles on Scotland’s roads has 
been steadily rising for years.

The squeeze on parking spaces looks likely 
to get even tighter with the news yesterday of 
record UK new car sales last year.

There are now around 2.5 million cars and 
vans in Scotland – one-sixth more than a dec-
ade ago. More and more of us have cars, and we 
all need somewhere to park them. For most, 
there’s no option but on the street.

We also want to park for free. No-one likes 
parking charges, which often don’t even guar-
antee a greater chance of getting a space.

In addition, one in four Scottish households 
now have more than one car. That means that 
residents of high-density housing, such as ten-
ements, are likely to be getting more and more 
frustrated about the situation.

What may make them even angrier is that 
some of those other cars and vans parked along 
their street have been left there illegally.

These include vehicles whose tax has run 
out, or, even worse, those declared as being “off 
road”, and so not liable for tax.

However, since October 2014, there has been 
no way to immediately identify such vehicles, 
because windscreen tax discs have been abol-
ished. In theory, that might have made some 
savings for the UK government from not hav-
ing to issue them, but it doesn’t help the law-
abiding motorist check that others aren’t taking 
advantage at their expense.

A survey by the RAC motoring group when 
tax discs ended found that two-thirds of those 
polled thought the change would lead to an 
increase in untaxed vehicles, and almost half 
thought it would encourage people to break the 
law.

The Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency 
(DVLA) rubbished the figures at the time, say-
ing it was “nonsense” to suggest there would be 
an increase in vehicle tax evasion. However, the 
RAC’s poll proved correct, with official figures 
last November showing the number of unli-
censed vehicles had doubled since 2013.

So what can you do about the car that’s been 
parked outside your house with a flat tyre, con-
densation inside the windows and a general 
look of abandonment?

Handily, you can easily check whether it is 
untaxed or has been declared off-road with a 
Statutory Off Road Notification (Sorn). That 
means it must be taken off public roads and put 
on to private land such as a garage or driveway.

It’s a free online process, requiring just the 
vehicle’s number plate and make. That instantly 
shows when both the vehicle’s tax and MoT cer-
tificate has run out, and whether it has a Sorn.

Even better, you can then anonymously report 
– also online – any untaxed vehicle you come 
across. The DVLA states: “Your report will be 
investigated”. And that’s the key. Few people 
will go to the trouble unless they are personally 
inconvenienced by such vehicles.

In areas where free parking is at a premium, 
they will be anxious that something is done 
about it, and promptly.

Taxpayers are losing £80 million a year from 
untaxed vehicles in addition to the extra grief 
caused to other drivers just trying to get a space 
near where they live.

The DVLA must demonstrate it is making 
a rapid response to such reporting to ensure 
public confidence in the system, considering 
the widespread misgivings at the decision to do 
away with tax discs.

Inside Transport

 2Rapper and 
writer Darren 
McGarvey, 
aka Loki, has 
a suitably 
mischievous 
view of Ellie 
Harrison’s 
project, but 
we should 
all defend 
her right to 
undertake 
such a 
mission

then I have to defend Ms Harrison’s 
right to make the art she wants, even 
if her work does eat up public money.

If we are agreed that there is value 
in supporting the arts (and that’s my 
position) then we must guard against 
decisions on funding being influ-
enced by public outrage.

Creative Scotland – imperfect, as 
all such organisations are by dint of 
the fact that they are run by human 
beings – is charged with responsibil-
ity for doling out funds. Of course, it’s 
legitimate to look at where our mon-
ey goes. If there were questions, for 
example, about a disproportionately 
high degree of funding going to art-
ists who loudly proclaimed support 
for a political party, then we might 
have cause to call for intervention in 
the work of Creative Scotland.

But, clunky as the system might be, 
we can’t allow protests to overturn 
decisions to fund projects.

While the arts tell us about our-
selves, they also challenge precon-

ceptions. Artworks do not have to be 
relaxing. They are permitted to infu-
riate us.

Ms Harrison’s project had barely 
commenced before it was infuriat-
ing a great many people. This, I sup-
pose, could be considered something 
of a success.

Messrs McAveety and McGarvey 
both make reasonable points about 
the reality of poverty; their distaste 
over the funding of The Glasgow 
Effect is fairly widely shared.

But if the decision to fund The Glas-
gow Effect was overturned, what 
would be next? What other projects 
might find the plug pulled? Would 
work challenging government or 
church suddenly find itself under 
threat? Would work critiquing big 
business find itself unsupported?

The arts are not a luxury. Public 
funding of artists ensures an impor-
tant sector of our society is sustained.

The discovery and development of 
original and challenging and pos-

sibly controversial work will not be 
helped by Creative Scotland being 
cowed by the mob. Until we decide to 
abolish or reform the organisation, 
then its policy must be to fund what 
it believes of worth and to hell with 
what the public thinks. That’s not 
to say criticism should be silenced. 
The same principle of a right to free-
dom of expression applies to critics 
as much as to Ms Harrison.

A year from now, we will find out 
what we get for the £15,000 invest-
ment in Ellie Harrison’s project. The 
charitable soul in me says there may 
be something of interest. The realist, 
on the other hand, is less optimistic.

But what I am certain about is that 
Ellie Harrison has my support. I don’t 
know much about art, but I know 
about rights.
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