Better Together declare Scotland ‘useless’!
The launch of Better Together Cowal in Dunoon last Monday evening stuck closely to the established script.  The panel speakers concentrated on attacking Alex Salmond and the SNP’s independence prospectus, however they also interwove into their attacks a fair number of ‘why I’m proud to be British and Scottish’ anecdotes and personal stories.  One can be critical about their approach and arguments, and say that it is negative and uninspiring stuff, but they clearly believe that they are on to a winner and it is fair to say that the audience lapped it up like a hungry kitten.  As regards that audience; my count was 60 souls, but it was clear from the tenor of the question and answer session that there were very few undecided amongst their number.  
The audience were much enthused by a questioner who declared herself to be a lifelong Nationalist but who intended to vote No!  She seems to found her somewhat contradictory stance on the belief that anything less than absolute independence from the UK and EU is unacceptable.  Rob Shorthouse (local boy and Better Together Director of Communications) declared that she ‘was not alone’ but didn’t elaborate on the numbers of nationalist No voters.  However, I should note that this woman also attended the local Yes Scotland meeting last spring where she asked much the same questions; so if she is a convert, she’s not a new convert.
Whilst the panel were pleased to discuss matters with this self-declared nationalist No voter, they were much less enthusiastic when it came to answering questions relating to the effect of Westminster policies (in fairness, posed by SNP councillor Gordon Blair) and repeatedly tried to shut down such questions with the line that they were, as Rob Shorthouse put it, ‘policies that we can have out during an election’ and seemingly not germane, as Mary Galbraith (prospective Labour candidate for Argyll and Bute in 2015) said ‘to the future of our country’.  In fairness, after (my) repeated protests from the floor, the Chairman Dick Walsh (local council leader) directed Alan Reid (local Liberal Democrat MP) to explain the benefits to Scotland of the proposed HS2 programme.  He struggled manfully through a rambling and unconvincing answer, and in so doing made it very clear why the panel were so keen to shut down such questions.
It is perhaps unsurprising that the speakers devoted most of the evening to attacking and deconstructing the SNP’s prospectus for independence, but in fairness they also tentatively raised the prospect of further devolution after a No vote.  Unfortunately, but perhaps unsurprisingly, the panel were long on promise but typically short on the detail and specifics of what that might be on offer.  They stuck to the Better Together script, arguing that Scotland must decide the most fundamental aspect of its constitutional future, i.e. membership of the British Union, before we can discuss the specifics of further devolution.  There may be logic to this stance; but it leaves Better Together open to the charge that they are being disingenuous.  Unfortunately the panel said nothing to dispel the fear that further devolution is a will-o'-the-wisp promise easily forgotten on the 19th of September.  Mind-you, my feeling-from the tenor of the audience questions-was that there is little enthusiasm amongst Unionists for any further constitutional change whatsoever.

Throughout the evening, the panel were at pains to make clear that they believe that in attacking the idea of independence and/or the SNP’s plans and prospectus, they are simply asking the difficult questions and most emphatically not talking down Scotland.  It is certainly fair enough to ask difficult questions, and they may even believe that they are not talking down Scotland, but actions speak louder than words!  Depressingly, the loudest cheer and longest applause of the evening was in response to the Better Together youth representative’s declaration that the Romans couldn’t be bothered to occupy Scotland because having marched its length and breath they found ‘it was useless’.  Callow youth he may be; but this childish assertion brought the house down and, tellingly, remained unchallenged by any other member of the panel.
