
If Britain needs a new party, we’ll
only find out after Brexit

In this week’s New Statesman, George Eaton’s cover piece is a call to arms
for ‘liberal Britain’ to find some vehicle – any vehicle – for opposing
Theresa May’s Conservatives whilst Jeremy Corbyn is busy irradiating Labour.

Remarkably, he revealed that “a close ally” (often, but not always, code for
“the man himself”) of George Osborne has been going around pitching the idea:

“A week after the EU referendum, the Liberal Democrat leader, Tim Farron, was
taken by surprise when a close ally of George Osborne approached him and
suggested the creation of a new centrist party called “the Democrats” (the
then chancellor had already pitched the idea to Labour MPs).”

Further down we find Anna Soubry (quelle surprise…) basically saying that
she’s on board as soon as someone can get it off the ground: “If it could
somehow be the voice of a moderate, sensible, forward-thinking, visionary
middle way, with open minds – actually things which I’ve believed in all my
life – better get on with it.”

Such talk will surely gladden the hearts of men such as Stephen Daisley, who
has in the Spectator called for a caucus of 25 or so patriotic Europhiles to
resign the Conservative whip and give the legislature control of the Brexit
process (although they have yet to muster to many rebels on even a single
vote).

Nonetheless the challenges to setting up a new party are formidable. Set
aside the hurdles erected by our electoral system – they’ve been overcome
before, as any Liberal will tell you. Ask instead: what would a new party
actually be for? Who would it serve?

British party names usually denote a philosophy, like ‘Conservative’ and
‘Liberal’, or a sectional interest such as ‘Labour’ or ‘Scottish National’.
‘Democrats’ basically describes everybody, and so doesn’t really describe
anybody.

Such a bland name speaks to the fact that its far from clear what the various
bits of the ancien régime are supposed to unite around. They may have all
found themselves on the same side during the Brexit referendum, but that
doesn’t mean that there aren’t real differences between them. Liberalism can
only claim so much political territory – to supplant Labour a new party would
have to reach out left or right, and that’s where the problems kick in.

An obvious answer to the sectional interest point might be ‘the 48 per cent’,
but it can’t be stressed enough that this just isn’t a bloc of coherent
interests on which to build anything so permanent as a party, let alone a
wholesale realignment of the party system. Nor are the 52 per cent. If you
doubt it, just see how the latest NatCen research is exploding the myth of a
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united and outraged ‘Remain Scotland’.

The referendum seems to have set something in train, certainly, but apart
from a period of Tory hegemony it’s not yet clear what that is. As Tony Blair
once put it: “The Kaleidoscope has been shaken. The pieces are in flux. Soon
they will settle again.” But they may not settle soon enough for Osborne and
co.

It seems probable that any new party, should one emerge, would be much better
for coalescing once the fault-lines of post-Brexit British politics are
clear, rather than being cobbled together on the fly to conduct a Europhile
rearguard action during the negotiations. A successful new party must be
forward-looking; one created to ‘hold the Government to account on Brexit’
would be fundamentally nostalgic.

There’s certainly space for a larger liberal party, now that the liberals who
until recently ran all three of the major parties may need to settle for just
the one. But actual liberalism is very rarely a mass-market product and it’s
not clear why that tendency will result in anything other than a somewhat
restored Liberal Democrats.

But you never know. British politics seems to divide itself up into eras
defined by the lifespan of whichever party isn’t the Conservatives,
punctuated by periods of Tory dominance as their opponents find their new
shape. We see that pattern between the fall of the Liberals and the rise of
Labour, and between the last ‘Old Labour’ administration and the rise of New
Labour.

No party rules forever, and it’s more likely than not that when this
Conservative administration does leave office it will bequeath it to a new-
look opposition of one sort or another. But just as you couldn’t see the
Attlee Government from the 20s, or the Blair one from the 80s, we probably
can’t see that new movement from here.

UN calls for recognizing the rights of
people with autism to make their own
decisions

31 March 2017 – Ahead of World Autism Awareness Day, the United Nations today
called for recognizing the rights of people with the spectrum neurological
condition, which is believed to affect 70 million people around the world.

“Let us ensure that we make available the necessary accommodations and
support to persons with autism,” Secretary-General António Guterres said in
his message for the Day.”
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“With access to the support they need and choose, they will be empowered to
face the key milestones in every person’s life,” he added, making decisions
such as where and with whom to live, what type of work to pursue and how to
manage their personal finances.

One in 160 children has an autism spectrum disorder, according to estimates
by the UN World Health Organization (WHO). Around the world, one per cent of
the entire population – possibly two per cent – is on the spectrum.

In a special event in New York ahead of the Day, marked annually on 2 April,
the UN and the international community gathered to renew their commitment to
raising awareness about autism and the need for people with the disorder to
have equal opportunity and full participation in society on equal basis with
other citizens.

Cristina Gallach, the Under-Secretary-General for Public Information, which
co-organized the event along with the UN Department of Economic and Social
Affairs, said in her opening remarks that to achieve an inclusive society,
“we must ensure that the fundamental rights enshrined in the Convention on
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities are known and respected.”
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The Convention entered into force in 2008, to promote, protect and ensure the
full and equal enjoyment of all human rights and fundamental freedoms by
people with disabilities, and to promote their dignity.

In his statement, the President of the General Assembly, Peter Thomson said
that awareness events, such as the one being held today, are important to
helping people and their families lead more enjoyable lives.

“A lack of understanding of the causes, symptoms and effects of autism has in
many cases led to a proliferation of misinformation, anxiety and confusion,”
Mr. Thomson said in a statement delivered by Masud Bin Momen, Assembly Vice-
President.

He called for early intervention programmes, health programmes and support
services to ensure that people with autism can access education, training and
jobs. “So that ultimately autism does not define them,” Mr. Thomson said, and
they are seen “as who they are, people with ideas, capacities and
contributions to make.”

Autism is mainly characterized by its unique social interactions, non-
standard ways of learning, keen interests in specific subjects, inclination
to routines, challenges in typical communications and particular ways of
processing sensory information.

The stigmatization and discrimination associated with neurological
differences remain substantial obstacles to diagnosis and therapies.
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‘We are failing to protect the rights of people with autism’ – Keynote address

“Autonomy and self-determination for people with autism cannot be separated
from a discussion of their human rights,” said Simon Baron-Cohen, Director of
the Autism Research Center at the University of Cambridge, in his keynote
address.

Having studied autism for decades, Dr. Baron-Cohen said that many people on
the spectrum have excellent attention to detail and the ability to spot
patterns, for example, but need safeguarding because they trust people’s
words as facts and have a hard time fitting in socially.

Referencing statistics, such as that half of people with autism are too
afraid to leave their homes for fear that they will be taken advantage of,
Dr. Baron-Cohen chided the international community.

“On the first human right, the right to dignity, as civilized nations, we are
failing to protect the rights of people with autism.”

He defined autism as “an example of neurodiversity”, saying that “differently
wired brains lead to different profiles of strengths and challenges, and
should not be judges as better or worse. They’re just different. People with
autism are asking for acceptance and respect.”

AUDIO: In terms of civil liberties for people with autism, the international
community overall is living in “the Dark Ages,” Professor Simon Baron-Cohen,
the Director of the Autism Research Centre at the University of Cambridge
told a special event at UN Headquarters.

Press release: New vehicle tax rates
come into force today

[unable to retrieve full-text content]New vehicle tax rates come into force
for all cars and some motor homes that are registered from today (1 April
2017).

Press release: Over 2 million of the
UK’s workers set for a pay rise on 1
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April 2017

[unable to retrieve full-text content]Around 1.7 million workers aged 25
years and over will see their hourly wage rise due to the increase in the
National Living Wage.

News story: British businesses boosted
by tax changes coming into effect in
April

[unable to retrieve full-text content]This month, a number of new tax changes
come into effect, benefiting millions of businesses across the UK.
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