From: Peter Moffatt <mail@pmoffatt.net>

To: <robin@common.scot>

Sent: 11/01/2020 09:43:33

Subject: Implementing 'Our Common Home'



Mr McAlpine,

 

I live on the Black Isle north of Inverness and am a director of Transition Black Isle.  I have recently become interested in Common Weal, and believe that it and the Transition movement share many of the same aims and concerns.  I attended and was impressed by your presentation in Inverness in December, and this week went along to a follow-up study workshop convened by Morgan Cowley of InverYESs, largely to try and put into the discussion a serious concern I have about the 'Our Common Home' plan.

 

I admire the plan as a set of visionary, yet detailed and costed, proposals which if implemented, would completely transform the economy and social fabric of (it's implied) an independent Scotland, and make Scotland a world leader in mitigating the effects of climate change and the misuse of resources.  My problem is with the fact that nowhere in your talk, the 'Common Home' book or on the website is there any consideration or discussion of the political processes and attitudinal changes which will be required if the plan is ever to become more than a vision.  In other words, how can it actually be done?

 

Some of the technical parts of the plan - building, heating, electricity and transport, will require massive initiative and action at government level comparable to that which drove the hydro development of the 1950s.  Proposals relating to agriculture and land use, particularly those for compulsory redistribution of land, will require an almost unimaginable transformation of current attitudes to land ownership and management.  But it seems to me that in putting forward these proposals without any serious consideration of the practical means by which they might be implemented, Common Weal is laying itself open to the charge of misrepresenting as a realisable programme what some people will see as no more than a science fiction fantasy.

 

Perhaps that is putting it too strongly, and perhaps the main problem is that the vast majority of the population won't see or hear about it at all, and wouldn't care much if they did.  It is easy for supporters and campaigners in organisations such as Common Weal and Transition to forget what a tiny minority we are and how much of our time we spend preaching to the converted.  The depressing thing about direct action by Extinction Rebellion or the climate strikes by young people is the lack of any sign that they will have the intended effect of forcing governments to take climate change seriously.  Perhaps we need to consider such unlikely scenarios as the Scottish Greens merging with the SNP and including the Common Home plan in a joint manifesto for the independence referendum.
I don't claim to know the answer and I don't imagine you do either, but I feel very strongly that if a programme such as the Common Home plan is to be taken seriously by a largely unconverted public it should include if not a detailed answer to the question 'how can it actually be done?', then at least an awareness that the problem exists.

 

I hope you will be able to find time to respond to my concerns.

 

Regards,

Peter Moffatt.

___________________________________________________________________
From: Robin McAlpine <robin@common.scot>

To: Peter Moffatt <mail@pmoffatt.net>

Sent: 13/01/2020 19:25:14

Subject: Re: Implementing 'Our Common Home'

Hi Peter, 

OK, here’s my immediate comment on this but happy to stay engaged. Not sure if you know but my whole professional career was based mostly in the sphere of ‘influencing’.  I was a media manager, a campaign developer and a political lobbyist. So kind of by definition I am always looking at what can be done, what can be achieved - and how to get it done.  But at the same time, that’s not something you would normally put in the book itself for a host of reasons.  First, it will change.  No-one ever wins everything in one go in influence and the strategy for how to get things like this to happen is always based on changing circumstances as you go along.  So first, writing the strategy in the book would just have meant it got out of date very quickly.  But on top of that, you don’t need to do everything in one go.  We have a firm structure that we use in our policy and campaign.  First comes the ’source’.  This is some kind of proposal which has been developed in enough detail that it is solid, comprehensive, definable, credible and so on.  That is the ‘big idea’ but with all the ’stuff’ required to support it - data, references, arguments, explanations…  But we know that most people don’t read  the source material in most circumstances, which is why we think of it as the source.  From there we tailor a load of materials based on the source according to a specific campaign.  For example, let’s say we have a proposal on a People’s Bank.  We’d then look at the chances or likelihood of that being adopted.  Sometimes we publish something and conclude ’the time isn’t right’ (on People’s Bank, the Scottish Government isn’t going to listen until it has finished the set-up of the SNIB - at minimum).  If now is the time the question is ’so who can make this happen?’.  In some way or another that’s mostly a decision-maker somewhere.  So then ‘what do they need to make this happen?’.  That can be anything from a hard kick up the bum to a bit of positive reinforcement to the sense of confidence that something will be very popular.  That gives us a rough strategy.  Then you prepare a campaign around that.  If you’re kicking bum you work out what would put the most pressure on someone, if its positive reinforcement you think about what would make their life easier and so on.  That means you have an idea what conditions you need to put in place to make that person do what they want to.

Now for us that often means ‘grassroots support in the political parties’ or ‘public pressure’ - but a surprising number of times it’s ‘reassure a civil servant that this is all workable and sane and not going to rebound on them’.  Then you produce materials based on the source that are most likely to work.  That could be a meeting with the civil servant at which you bring serious big-guns to tell them ‘don’t worry, it’s OK’, or it might be a short popular film that people can share that exposes something and so puts pressure on someone.  With a big campaign it’s never a single thing.

I don’t have time to go through all of our strategic thinking here but I’m going to draft you a paragraph here and then attach something (in confidence) that you can read.  Basically we started from the position that the biggest barrier to a GND was the disconnect between people who ‘want something done’ and those who ‘want to be seen to do something’.  This has led to ’target culture’ where everyone is arguing over what distant target to set.  That is a recipe for inaction.  So we wanted to be able to say ’this is how you meet the target and this is what you have to do’.  The idea was to pull the argument out of the distant future into NOW - what is being done NOW.  That was an early driver.  But every bit as much as this there is no chance we’ll ever get this kind of radical change without widespread support - and that really, really needs the environmental movement to be a much better story-teller.  At the moment it doesn’t tell stories, it gives dire warnings.  Those are a starting point but fundamentally they don’t really work because people need to believe the future is better, not worse (or they curl up).  So the whole thing was written as a happy story about a future you actually want to live in, not all the hair shirt stuff.  But that meant we needed to find a way to do it all which was enhancing and not sacrificing.  And so on - there was loads and loads and loads of thinking went into how to pitch this, frame it, about what needed to be in, about what was and wasn’t in the realm of ‘might happen’ and all the rest.  That was baked into the writing of it and we were always, always intent on spending the whole of 2020 promoting and lobbying on this.  On the other hand, there was never any chance of the Scottish Government actually doing anything before 2021 so it was always about clearing the ground.

So that’s all to reassure you that at no point was this ever just ‘publish and be done’.  That is the source document - we have an enormous campaign planned.  So long as you promise to keep it to yourself, I attach the first draft of the strategy paper.  See what you think and give me any comments.

Robin.
