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On June 10, 2015, the UK Government put forward new 
proposals for curbing immigration to fulfi l its pledge to 
effectively eliminate the net fl ow of people into the country.  
Five years ago it said it would reduce the fl ow to tens of 
thousands - at present it is more than 300,000 a year.

Yet this is a Government that says it respects market forces.  
And the economy's demand for jobs is such that slightly more 
than 600,000 are being drawn into the country each year – with 
300,000 leaving.

Now it's true that unemployment is still at 1.86 million.  But that 
is only slightly higher than 2000-2007 period of so-called boom 
when it stood at 1.6 million. 

And while the incessant drumbeat of the right-wing tabloid 
newspapers highlights so-called benefi ts tourists, the number 
of non-British citizens claiming benefi ts is tiny - in 2014, there 
were in total only 131,000 claimants originating from within the 
European Union, compared to a total working population in the UK 
of 31 million - a tiny proportion of this vast number.

Since the early 1970s, there have never been fewer than one 
million people out of work.  So spread across the entire country, 
it's likely that only around 700,000 extra people are out of work…
and the vast majority want to fi nd work in their home areas.  But 
the new Government policy means that even if the potential 
workers could be forced to move home, and change skills, the 
existing population could only make up the loss of two years 
immigration before the country ran out of workers completely!

And, of course, there are skills and earnings mismatches – 
classically since the 1970s, there have been vast losses of skilled 
and semi-skilled industrial factory and works jobs to be replaced 
by offi ce-based, service industries.  This has created some jobs 
deserts - like the former car-making, mining and steel-making 
communities - where the loss of work simply tore the heart and 
soul out of people and communities – telling them about work in 
the hospitality sector or the "knowledge economy" is not really 
going to inspire them.

So what is the remedy of David Cameron's Government?  It 
is going to reduce demand for immigrant labour by making visas 
harder to get and charging more for them, and limiting permanent 
immigration to jobs paying more than £35,000 a year.  And it is 

going to force employers to pay additional levies to train more 
British-born workers to do the jobs that are needed.

Yet with immigrant labour, you automatically have fl exibility - 
these are people who want to do the jobs they have chosen to 
come here to do.  They have ambition and a strong work ethic…
otherwise they would not have got up and left their own countries.  
They come to industries with a strong seasonal demand – like 
hotels and tourism, fruit picking and crop harvesting.  They also 
maintain the NHS where 11 per cent of all staff, and 26 per cent 
of doctors are non-British.  And some basic areas of UK work 
- including labouring in several sectors like construction and 
forestry – they make up nearly half the workforce.

In the Highlands and Islands, this means, for example, work in 
fi sh processing, tourism and hospitality and access to low-cost 
UK-produced fruit and vegetables.  The Government is going to 
tax these industries through the levy on visas to train UK citizens…
even though there is already countless billions of tax revenues 
spent on the education sector; it is going to forbid employers to pay 
competitive wages; and it is going to prevent the UK agricultural 
sector from having access to low-cost seasonal labour.   These are 
all industries with international competition.  If we raise our costs, 
we will lose our markets…and the jobs and the companies.  So 
there will actually be more UK unemployed rather than less.

Of course, in London, they won't care.  They are sustained by 
the multi-millionaire gamblers of the City of London and exiled 
foreign oligarchs. They don't care where their strawberries and 
smoked salmon come from…and probably don't even realise they 
have to be grown and nurtured.  And they would love it if the more 
distant areas of the UK became the deserted wildernesses they 
imagine they used to be. 

But for the Highlands and Islands, for Scotland, and for most 
of the UK, this planned immigration policy is sheer, brazen, 
economic lunacy.

On the verge of economic madness…
Keeping your customers informed…

and keeping CalMac
During early June, travellers trying to book ahead for the Sound 
of Harris ferry linking Leverburgh and Berneray found there was 
more than a week when it was impossible to book tickets in 
advance.  There was no explanation.  This is a service provided 
to us, the public, by a company wholly owned by the Government 
through various complex commercial structures, a Government 
elected by us.  Yet there was no information to users.

This is not an optional ferry service.  This is the only connection 
for vehicles between Lewis and Harris and the Southern 
Hebrides…and since CnES so unwisely slashed its support for 
the inter-island air service, on four days of the week it is the only 
route, period. 

Presumably, the ferry operator hoped to avoid compensation 
claims for failure to provide a timetabled service by refusing to 
admit it was providing a service at all.  

I understand that the Loch Portain ferry requires work to 
bring it up to the latest fi re-safety standards - and its temporary 
replacement, the Loch Brushda, is too small to cope with the fl ow 
of traffi c, and the skills requirements for the crew on the tricky 
Sound of Harris passage are very onerous.

There are some people who fear the imposition of SERCO ferry 
services on the Hebridean and Clyde routes from 2016 is going to 
be made easier by a series of "incidents" making CalMac appear 
unpopular.  Look at the strange saga of the Mallaig to Lochboisdale 
ferry service, the confusion over the Stornoway ferry links, the 
doubts over the ultimate fate of the Isle of Lewis ferry, and a 
growing row over the Tarbert-Lochmaddy-Uig triangular service.   

Remember the fate of British Rail…what people wanted was 
a properly run railway system, like Deutsche Bundesbahn in 
Germany or SNCF in France.  What we got was a fragmented 
"privatised" system run by airlines, bus companies…and other 
countries state-run companies, like DB and SNCF.  Just the same 
with water and power supplies in England - EDF (Electricité de 
France) or GDF-Suez play a huge role.  

What we want in the Islands is a properly run, customer-
sensitive company owned and run by us.  

Heritage is a pretty big deal here in 
America.  In a country where almost 

everyone’s families were once immigrants 
(although admittedly some would prefer 
not to be reminded of that fact), it’s perhaps 
unsurprising that one of the fi rst questions 
asked in conservation tends to be “Where 
are you from?”

To me, that has always been a straightforward 
question, with an equally straightforward 
answer.  Depending on how geographically 
knowledgeable the person asking is, my reply 
is likely to be along the lines of “I’m from Point/
Lewis/Scotland/the United Kingdom.”

But in America, it’s a far more complicated 
enquiry, with often amusing results.  I’ve learned 
to take the claims of “I’m Irish” or “Oh, I’m Scottish 
too!” with a very (very) large pinch of salt.  At fi rst, I 
innocently took these claims of nationality at their 
word, but over the months I’ve come to realise 
that “I’m Scottish” more often than not means 
that the individual’s great-great-great-great-great 
grandparents emigrated to America once upon a 
time.  Well, I’m sorry, but in that case you’re not 
Scottish – you’re American!

This attitude is so common that on many 
occasions I’ve had to correct people, politely 
explaining that no, I’m not simply of Scottish 
heritage – I’m actually Scottish. The ‘I-moved-
here-six-months-ago’ kind of Scottish.  That 
usually leads to some shocked expressions, 

followed by another barrage of Scotland-related 
questions.  No, I haven’t seen the Loch Ness 
monster.  Sorry, I haven’t played golf at St 
Andrews.  Nope, we don’t all have ginger hair 
and wear kilts on a daily basis.

Situations like this mean that I treat claims 
of ‘Scottishness’ from most Americans 
very sceptically: a sort of guilty until proven 
innocent approach.  Last month, however, my 
preconceptions were for once proven wrong, and 
it was all thanks to a dog called MacLeod.

Yes, a dog.  A large, boisterous, constantly 
hungry black labrador named MacLeod. I don’t 
know about you, but I’ve never met a dog named 
MacLeod before. My surname might be one of the 
more common last names in Lewis and Harris, 
but until I visited friends of friends in Maine, I was 
confi dent in being one of the few MacLeods in my 
new neighbourhood.  

The fi rst time I heard a shout of “MacLeod, sit 
down!” I almost dropped myself into the nearest 
chair.  It took a few seconds for me to realise that 
they were talking to the dog!  Having a canine 
namesake made for some amusing moments 
during our stay in the cabin on the banks of 
Grand Lake Stream, not far from the Canadian 
border.  Even by the last day, I still hadn’t quite 
got used to the exasperated shouts of “MacLeod! 
Not again!”

MacLeod the black lab, of course, is not actually 
Scottish - but his fi rst generation American owner, 

Howard, very nearly was.  Howard’s mother, a 
Kate MacLeod, emigrated from Glasgow, and his 
grandparents were from Lewis, from Balallan and 
Laxay respectively.  

It was an interesting encounter, coming as it 
did just a few days after I attended Dundee Rep’s 
off-Broadway show, ‘In My Father’s Words.’ The 
Scottish play, which was running in Manhattan 
last month as part of the Brits Off Broadway 
festival, looked at issues of immigration, identity, 
and language, and the links between them. 

These connections were examined through 
the lens of divorced classics professor Louis’ 
diffi cult relationship with his elderly father, Don, 
who is slipping into dementia. It’s a relationship 
that quickly turns more complicated, as Don’s 
newly-hired carer, called Flora, realises that the 
‘nonsense’ Don is spouting is in fact Gaelic.  

What followed over the next two hours was the 
slow unravelling of generations of deeply buried 
family secrets, from false names and unpaid debts, 
to the traumatic ocean-crossing journeys of early 
20th century emigrants from Lewis to Canada.

As a relatively new arrival from across the 
Atlantic, I found the play incredible moving, and 
have to admit to even getting a wee bit teary eyed 
at one point.  It was wonderful – if not surreal - to 
hear Gaelic spoken on stage so far from home, 
and sobering to think about what life as an expat 
here would have been like less than a hundred 
years ago.

Just imagine: this column would have literally 
been a “letter” from America, written on paper and 
making its way by ship, rather than fl ying through 
the ether of the internet into an editorial email 
inbox.  I know people complain about society’s 
addiction to technology, but all I can say is thank 
goodness for social media and Skype (I’ve got to 
keep up with the island gossip somehow).

On a more serious note, though, it was 
interesting to see how this fi ctional island 
character repressed his memories, discarding 
his identity and heritage in order to cope with life 
in a new world.  I couldn’t even fathom the notion 
of never setting foot on Lewis again, but it made 
me wonder how many real-life immigrants had 
shed their past in order to prosper in the present. 
Perhaps forgetting their roots made it easier to 
deal with the loss.

A century later, and expat life tends to make 
people even prouder of where they come from.  
I wasn’t sure if that was possible for me - I was 
already more than proud to be a Rubhach and a 
Leodhasach – but in the last six months I seem 
to have acquired more Hebridean, Scottish, and 
British memorabilia than I’ve ever owned before 
in my life. 

Maybe this helps explain the unbridled 
enthusiasm Americans have for their heritage.  
After all, if I was from Louisville, Kentucky, or Las 
Vegas, Nevada, and could somehow claim I was 
from the Isle of Lewis, I’m not sure I wouldn’t be 
doing exactly the same thing.
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