London letter

Cian 0'Neill looks for some much needed comfort

As the bells of St. Mary-le-5trand ring, the last
sunlight filigrees the spire over the Court of
Justice in dull gold and the Thames runs
thickly by in its gun-metal colours. It is the
close of the yvear, and a year full of novelty it
has been, too, even optimism.

< primism is, however, a word licde liked in

Ireland.  Pur it down o Famine-echo or
Troubles memory, bur theres a fear of assuming char
things are going o lift, especially when it looks 2
certainty,  With 4 black man being elected as ULS,
President, one could really lose the run of oneselll
Thanktully, as Mewion inlormed us with lis Third
Lawe oof Beslies and Motion, for eveTy action there 1s an
vipual and opposite reaction. In this case, for all the
new-found opcimism zhour Obama and low America
might refoin the community of nations, there is the
counterweight of Strictly Come Dancing. 1 che mindd
i 3 1-&':11[?[(', tlen ::'.:z|i1:.' television progrimmers are
the pigeons in the caves,

Morwithstanding thar reverse-shin seutile babbling
away in the corner of the lounge, things could he
much worse,  The Ogily Madl, thar endencious
Cassandra of Fleer Sueer, is busy wging England into
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Lehman Brothers and others undergoing a general
evacuation ol personnel, as well as jobeuts, Canary
Wharf 1 also still standing, with cthe piler lighr atop
the FISBC building srill blinking amongst the lower
cloud.  West Londan, For its part, has shrogged its
shioulders stoically and gotren back to thinking abour
Buperts schoal ip o the sinking Maldives and arher
such questions of grear moment. In other words, che
falcan can soll see the falcaner.

O course. next vear could be tough. The Broon’
plins o spend his way ooe of @ dewnourn, whereas
Drave OnCamera has Anally shown his true colowrs by
ditching the Tory promise of marching Labour on
public spending. The Tories suppose char Middle
England would prefer to ger into its bunker and waic
ourt the global downrurn, racher than ey and ckle
the problem aggressively or spend adeguarely on
public services.  With recession ofien being forged
Frome fear 0 the minds of lunks, consumers and
employers abour lending, spending or hiring,
conditiens are there for a recession because people are
nervous. The Broon' seems 1o be banking on
consumers taking his VAT cur to heart and buoying
the coonomy through cheir spending. In sum: M,
OnCamera s waking a poliocal sk, while Brown is
risking his all. That being che “all’ of UK. axpayers,

the

this coming vear will be interesting not just for hing
lor o this game, pennies are the pawns,

in a deepening Christmas depression.

The Torigs are gerting back o basics on the politicking
of public spending in general. They shun the government
for poor public services in Tones of Grear Concern, then
say thar public spending is excessive, then say thas tax curs
are irresponsible, except for imporrant ones such as the
inherianee tax as would only come w bear on faidly
valuable estares Le. not these of the poor. Boris Johnson
has made a public appesl to the Government o provide a
spare £15m o shore up the LFase London Line rail
extension programme which is viral vo linking the poor and
populeus seauh-esstern half of the city with the noreh, as
well as enabling the 20012 Olympies tavel program.
lehnzon has gone public on the £23m owed by London-
based embassies for unpaid congestion charge fines that
could plug the hole, Whar he didn’t mention was thar
when upon securing office he serapped the higher bracker
congestion charge for 4xds, he denied the ciry an estimated
annual revenue of £30m plus. With Noning Hill friends of
the Taries running the capitals newspapers nobody has
pointed our how facetious chis is. 5o, if Labour don'’t front
the cash which Johnson would have had were he not
focussed on saving his suburban and “West London
constrents pin-money on Chelsea Tractors, he and his
fricnds in the ciry newspapers blame Labour for the demise
of @ Labour scheme vital to ending the public CrANEPOIT
apartheid which has kepr Tory-hestile South-east London
poor and marginalised. Nest tock, and it
shows  that being snobbish  abour
Scousers docsnt male Boris a cuddly

maverick — oot when his executdve o3,
decisions go far to help those wha
alreacly have, and nowhere o help
those whe don'.

The Tories are in etfecr letting
slip the masl and
|'l‘.|1(:--.“.u'§is|g an their rghewing
core vore, o 2009 should see
the harrle lines berween them

ce-guy

and  Labour drewn along
more tradicional lines. The
stare s hacl, class is back
and the Tories are once
more appealing o narow
selfeconcern. Yet, hark! —
that liberey bell is ringing
from across che warer and
the methodical, seeming-
sane Obama may bring
succour, O mav nor. Bur
sometimes one has o oto
allow oneselfa livdle luxuary
in  opumism. It i
Christmas, afrer all, i



