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      Introduction

      
      When I came back to England at the end of the Nineties, I found the country had changed enormously in the ten years I’d been
         away. In the ten years from the first edition of The Gripes of Wrath, it’s changed again by almost as much. Whatever is happening to Britain, it’s happening more and more quickly.
      

      
      And what is it, exactly, this accelerating change? That’s impossible to say, entirely. But the following are indisputably
         new. Milk containers now have two lids, for safety’s sake. My son got an A star in his French having started French only that
         year. Trial by jury has been abolished in immigration cases. If a certain annoying woman in the Midlands opens the door in
         her underwear one more time – she can be jailed for it. The term ‘brain storming’ is discouraged in some quarters as it has
         the potential to offend epileptics. In some business sectors, salacious conversation can be penalised more fiercely than at
         the height of Victorian prudery.
      

      
      But first, reasons to be cheerful. England seemed a happier place than when I’d left. It was more relaxed, at ease with itself,
         confident. Friendlier, even. We paused in front of an Underground map, my boys and I, and a Londoner stopped to ask if we
         needed any help. Nothing had prepared me for that, certainly not ten years of living in London in the 1980s.
      

      
      More importantly, there appeared to be less snobbery in the air. People had stopped winching their accents up to pretend they
         belonged to a slightly higher class. Hundreds of years of English snootiness had imploded and self-destructed. Quite suddenly
         it seemed to me, British management weren’t spending the first ten minutes of a business meeting wondering whether the other
         side of the desk had been to a better or a worse school than they had.
      

      
      The widely derided political correctness had achieved another victory. Britons inside the magic circle where power, wealth
         and influence were traded had suddenly become more polite to people on the outside – in public, at least. The regions had
         risen in importance; regional capitals were regenerating. Girls were decisively outperforming boys in school. And those in
         authority behaved – or realised they had to behave – much more decently to ethnic minorities. In the middle class, the word
         ‘nigger’ had become more feared than the word ‘toilet’. It had been the other way round just ten years before. That was an
         advance. That was an example of moral evolution.
      

      
      So what am I complaining about?

      
      In the first week back in Britain, I got on a train to go to London; when I presented my cheap day return the inspector told me it wasn’t valid. Cheap day returns weren’t valid before 9 a.m.
      

      
      ‘But it isn’t before 9 a.m,’ I said.

      
      ‘This is the 8.58,’ the inspector said, ‘cheap day returns aren’t valid before 9 a.m.’

      
      ‘But it’s 9.15.’

      
      ‘The train is deemed to have left on time,’ he said.

      
      Now, there are legitimate ways of expressing the train company’s policy but this wasn’t one of them. The word ‘deemed’ is
         a giveaway. Anything that is ‘deemed’, in my experience, is rotten. In the old days, South African cape coloureds might be
         deemed to be white for some wretched political purpose or other. Now we are hearing the word more and more. Hospital trolleys
         are deemed to be beds, in order to fiddle hospital statistics. Buses may be deemed to be trains in order to fiddle transport
         statistics. Trains that are five minutes late are deemed to have arrived on time. If a country votes ‘no’ in a referendum
         they may be deemed to have given provisional approval until the government can organise another referendum. Ministers are
         deemed to be a very particular legal entity to take them out of the scope of the corporate manslaughter legislation. At some
         times these things matter more than at others. Saddam Hussein, for instance, was deemed to have weapons of mass destruction.
      

      
      How dangerous is this? It’s too early to tell. Maybe it always will be too early to tell. Because our activities are increasing
         exponentially. Everything’s getting bigger, faster. Companies have to find economies of scale or they are extinguished. As systems get larger they have to be more and more idiot-proof and that makes the people who operate them more
         and more idiotic. In a big system the target is zero defects. That means zero discretion (it’s why the train was deemed to
         have left on time).
      

      
      Add to this the fact that the state is starting to act like an individual (a nosy neighbour or a selfless charity worker depending
         on your point of view). In the old days, the state used to set the rules and stand back to let people get on with their lives.
         That’s changing. The state is in every nook and cranny of our lives telling us how much fruit we should eat (five a day, of
         course), how big the teddy bears should be as fairground prizes, whether children should wear gloves when feeding their pets.
         If we have regular contact with other people’s children – even to drive them to school in a car pool – we need to be licensed
         by the state.
      

      
      Can these confusions hurt? Oh yes, oh yes. When the state goes wrong the scale of the mistake is of a different order to those
         made by private companies. Our very large companies in Britain make £10 billion a year. The government takes in about £600
         billion a year. When companies make fatal errors they go bankrupt and disappear. When states make mistakes there is no upper
         limit on the carnage possible.
      

      
      Here are some changes that have either happened or are in the pipeline.

      
      
         	
            Changing the radio station in a moving car is defined as driving without due care and attention. The correct procedure is
               to pull over into a designated lay-by to change stations.
            

         

         	
            Tapping the ash of a cigarette out of a car window is defined as littering.
            

         

         	
            Public servants shall not be allowed to help the public in emergency situations unless they have been authorised. They shall
               not be authorised unless they have attended appropriate training courses and been licensed by their employer. Any public servant
               putting him- or herself at risk in emergency circumstances without the appropriate licence shall be subject to disciplinary
               procedures.
            

         

         	
            All cars shall have their headlights on when being driven.

         

         	
            The police will investigate your burglary only if you can make a co-payment to the police.

         

         	
            Football shall be banned in playgrounds for fear of encouraging violent behaviour patterns.

         

         	
            The GPS device in your car to monitor mileage shall be modified to send details of speed-limit infractions to the penalty-notice-issuing
               authority.
            

         

         	
            Boys making drawings with violent content shall be entered into a psychological evaluation programme leading to remedial treatment,
               if deemed necessary. (NB: representations of guns and military equipment shall be deemed violent.)
            

         

         	
            You may be arrested for carrying a copy of Wilfred Owen’s antiwar poetry in Whitehall without the permission of the Commissioner
               of Police. Charges may be brought under the Serious Organised Crime Act and the Prevention of Terrorism Act.
            

         

         	
            Torture shall be allowable in certain circumstances under the Prevention of Terrorism Act, but only by officials licensed
               by the Health and Safety Executive guidelines.
            

         

         	
            Joggers exercising on public pavements shall wear helmets. If jogging after dark they shall carry illumination to prevent
               accidents.
            

         

         	
            Three people singing in a pub without a licence shall be subject to criminal proceedings.

         

         	
            Vicars will have to attend a course on working at height if their pulpits have more than seven steps.

         

      

      
      And so the political process reaches further down into our professional, our personal and even our private relationships.

      
      I’ve been sitting up in the press gallery of parliament for ten years watching what they care to show us. Why things happen
         is still a mystery to me. But the mood of the government has changed dramatically. When New Labour first came to power it
         was all minimum wage and freedom of information; by the time they left it was all ID cards, ASBOs, police powers and security.
         Does it affect us personally? Well, you may be surprised. Already, under the Prevention of Terrorism Act a very surprising
         number of officials (some down at council level) have the power to track your Internet records. Have you been visiting any
         peculiar sites? Do you want the chair of your local planning committee to know about your most personal interests? It’s my
         axiom that no person’s Internet history bears public scrutiny.
      

      
      Of course, our leaders are the good guys. Aren’t they? Let’s not argue about that now. But the political class has a marvellous
         array of powers available to it if it ever wants to clamp down on us, in the name of safety, security, the prevention of terrorism
         – and saving money. Powers of curfew, of arrest, of detention. The presumption of innocence has been eroded, expensive jury trials are on the way out, ‘preventative justice’ means you can be arrested and detained indefinitely
         without having committed an offence and without having had any trial let alone a jury trial.
      

      
      All that’s happened in the last five to ten years. There’s more to come, of course. That’s what this book is about. What we
         have here in these kaleidoscopic glimpses of this, that, and the other . . . is the future. It’s all to come, and my bet is
         that it’s going to be more like this rather than less like this.
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      We Are Where We Are

      
      A marshal supervising a canoe race in the west of England stood at a hazardous river bend warning competitors not to overtake.
         One pair of teenagers ignored the warning, overtook, came to grief, sued the marshal for negligence and won. The judge ruled
         that he should have taken into account the fact that young people would ignore him.
      

      
      A perfectly reasonable Bill to prevent this sort of thing was talked out of Parliament by a Labour MP (and personal injury
         lawyer), who said it was ‘an unlimited charter to injure, kill and maim young people’.
      

      [image: image]

      
      While feeding their pets, some schoolchildren are required by their teachers to wear gloves. ‘Health and safety’ is cited
         as the reason. The Health and Safety Executive describe such behaviour as ‘absurd’ – but they have no power to stop it.
      

      
      To those who hath, more shall be given

      
      A nursery school teacher defended her class against a machete-wielding assailant; she received injuries requiring several
         hundred stitches and compensation of £80,000.
      

      
      A woman police constable was held back from promotion on account of her gender and was compensated in the sum of £500,000.

      
      A female merchant banker who was told she had ‘nice waps’ by her employer received £1.2 million.

      [image: image]

      
      Having served 37 years for a crime they did not commit, two prisoners in England were released in 2004 and awarded £350,000
         compensation. But £62,000 was held back to pay for their board and lodging while they were in prison.
      

      [image: image]

      
      A woman in Highmoor Cross, Oxfordshire, called the police after an intruder stabbed her sister to death and inflicted a life-threatening
         wound on herself before fleeing. Neighbours who were tending the wounded woman begged the police to allow the ambulance to
         come and collect the woman. The police officer in charge of the operation refused to allow the paramedics or his own police
         officers into the house in case the assailant was still inside. He reasoned that the assailant might be forcing those present
         to plead for help in order to lure police officers into a trap. The rules would not allow him to put his officers at risk.
         The woman bled to death over the course of 64 minutes.
      

      [image: image]

      
      Labour minister John Denham was told that police officers could face disciplinary charges for saying ‘nitty-gritty’ because
         it dates from the slavery era.
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      A businessman wrote a letter objecting to a travellers’ planning application. It had in it the phrase ‘it’s the “do as you
         likey” attitude that I am against’. Officers came to his house and arrested him, and held him in police cells. A council spokesman
         said, ‘As far as we were concerned it was an offensive comment, so we got in touch with the police.’ (‘Likey’ rhymes with
         ‘pikey’, which is a derogatory term for travellers.)
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      In the 2007 Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) tables, Britain had fallen down the international league
         tables from seventh to 17th place in reading and from eighth to 24th in maths (both for 15-year-olds).
      

      
      In the reading standards for five to ten-year-olds, we went from third to 19th place. The Boston survey showed our children
         feel less safe in school than children in Iran, Russia and Morocco.
      

      
      A minister defended the results, saying we were ‘average’ and that our students had ‘strong attitudes towards the importance
         of mathematics and English’. The department said, ‘The UK was in the group of “higher-achieving” countries.’
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      Platform announcement: ‘We apologise for the lateness of the train approaching platform one. This is due to delays.’
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      To improve train punctuality, services have been cancelled. Punctuality is improving, but the definition of ‘punctual’ has
         been changed to include trains that don’t arrive on time.
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      A farmer trying to prevent gypsies from illegally entering his land, called the police and was immediately arrested. His presence
         was deemed to be liable to cause a breach of the peace.
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      Three hospital workers made a citizen’s arrest on a thief, and sat on him while waiting for the police. The security guards
         required the citizens to let him up, fearing the thief could sue the hospital if he was hurt on the premises. The thief was
         allowed to sit on a wall. Then he ran away.
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      A dyslexic bus driver won a discrimination claim against Stagecoach because he couldn’t read the bus timetable.
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      Sue Bright of the Women’s Institute was barred from giving homemade cakes to Essex hospital patients because Health and Safety
         inspectors were unable to check the hygiene standards in her kitchen. At the same time, hospital-acquired infections caused
         by defective hygiene killed between 5,000 and 20,000 people in hospitals that actually were inspected by Health and Safety officials.
      

      
      Around 50,000 cases of Clostridium difficile are reported from hospitals every year.
      

      
      A related fact may be that the number of full-time cleaning posts halved between 1986 and 2004. A Freedom of Information request
         to 377 hospitals in 2007 showed half of them had ‘poor cleanliness’.
      

      [image: image]

      
      A friend of mine is a disability officer in an educational institution. She has to arrange meetings with old-age pensioners,
         a dozen of them at a time.
      

      
      One old lady stood up in her induction group and announced that she was allergic to wasps, and if she was stung she would
         die unless she was injected with the serum (which she produced in one hand) via a hypodermic (in her other hand).
      

      
      My friend was obliged to point out that if she were stung by a wasp no one would be allowed to inject her. If the old lady
         died, anyone physically involved could be sued for compensation by any surviving relatives. It was legally possible for others
         to help the old lady ‘into the recovery position’, and they could help her to inject herself. But to take control of the hypodermic
         without a current qualification would render the helper liable for civil suit.
      

      
      The proper procedure was to put her in the recovery position, phone for qualified help, and watch her die.

      [image: image]

      
      The Institute of Occupational Safety and Health, representing 36,000 Health and Safety experts, warned its members about the
         legal danger of public footpaths: ‘When clearing snow and ice, it is probably worth stopping at the boundaries of the property
         under your control.’
      

      
      Why? Clearing a public path ‘can lead to an action for damages against the company, e.g. if members of the public, assuming
         that the area is still clear of ice and thus safe to walk on, slip and injure themselves’.
      

      
      John McQuater, president of the Association of Personal Injury Lawyers, confirmed this: ‘If you do nothing you cannot be liable.
         If you do something, you could be liable to a legal action.’
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      ‘My Single Most Important Priority is the Safety of the British People.’

      
      Tony Blair

      
      The Metropolitan police were charged with safety breaches after two officers fell through roofs while chasing burglars (the
         case failed, in the end).
      

      
      In Blackburn, school pupils were banned from picking up litter in case it contained broken glass, needles or dog faeces. A
         nearby council has banned backstroke in the pools to prevent collisions.
      

      
      A head teacher banned rugby and footballs in the playground because two pupils were hit by them in the lunchbreak. She said,
         ‘Parents are much more litigious these days.’
      

      
      In Bognor Regis, children have been required to wear hard hats to ride beach donkeys.

      
      In Norwich, councillors threatened to cut down horse chestnut trees to prevent children being hurt by conkers.

      
      Girl Guides were sued by a family whose teenage daughter was hurt by spitting fat when she was cooking sausages (inadequate
         supervision: £5,000).
      

      
      A swing under a chestnut tree in Sheet, Hampshire was removed after councillors said, ‘Someone will fall, they will get hurt,
         we will get sued and we’re not insured.’
      

      [image: image]

      
      ‘My wife was at work when she received the chilling call from the nursery: our two-year-old son Jim had had an accident,’
         wrote Ian Evans in The Times. ‘She grabbed her bag and keys, ready to drive to the nearest hospital. In fact he’d only grazed his knee; the nursery nurse
         was seeking permission to put a plaster on, then passed the phone to her supervisor to confirm that the OK had been given.
         A one-off, you might think, but in fact this is not untypical in the all-caring, all-smothering – and paranoid – world of
         nursery schools.’
      

      
      And from the same article:

      
      Emma Bracewell, in Suffolk, was told not to bring in egg boxes to her sons’ nursery. ‘They said it was because of fears over
         salmonella – from the boxes.’
      

      
      Kiran Jones, in Bromley, southeast London, discovered that his nursery wouldn’t administer Calpol to his nine-month-old because
         he hadn’t left a spoon.
      

      
      Laurent Lucas, a former nursery worker, explains: ‘We live in a society where people often sue for ‘negligence’. I have had
         parents complaining because their child had an allergic reaction to a plaster.’
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      Guidelines issued by Derby City Council tell teachers who plan to lead students on summer trips that they should consider
         keeping a supply of maximum-factor sun cream to spray onto pupils, although they should not rub it in for fear of being accused
         of inappropriate contact.
      

      
      In Bristol, staff at Hillcrest Primary School confiscated a bottle of Factor 60 sunblock that an eight-year-old boy had brought
         to school, because it was forbidden for students to possess medication, according to the BBC News website. If the child was
         easily sunburned, he should have worn a long-sleeved shirt and sun hat. Offering the simplest solution to safety problems,
         the council suggested that educators consider cancelling field outings entirely on days that are too sunny.
      

      
      Be prepared!

      
      A Scout group from the Manchester area was eating their picnic lunch before undertaking a guided tour of the Gaping Ghyll
         cave. One of the Scouts noticed a small cave across a stream and asked the Scout leader for permission to explore it. The
         leader refused permission, pointing out that the cave could be dangerous and that they had neither the equipment nor the expertise
         to explore it. The Scout was accompanied by his father, who had been encouraged to join the group. The Scout went out of earshot
         of the leader and said to his father that he wanted to go into the cave. His father agreed, provided his son with a cigarette
         lighter and accompanied him into the cave, where the child plunged over a precipice to his death.
      

      
      The judge declared the Scout leader negligent. He should have assumed that the father would not understand risks in the countryside,
         coming, as he had, from an urban centre, and that he failed to prevent the father taking his son into the cave, by force if
         necessary.
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      ‘A Scout campsite had created a water slide on a gentle slope by laying a length of heavy-duty polythene on the ground, which
         was then covered with soapy water. The supervising adults explained that people should not run and dive onto the sheet but
         that they should simply sit at the top. For safety, the participants were provided with lightweight, plastic canoeing helmets
         and were instructed to fasten these securely before descending. A youth leader with a party of non-Scout children decided
         to have a go. He selected a helmet without reference to the supervising Scout leaders (who were checking that the helmets
         were secure) and dived headlong down the slope. The loosely fitted helmet struck the ground and the front slipped down cutting
         the bridge of his nose. This was a relatively minor injury. However, a claim was brought and the matter proceeded to trial.
         The Scouts lost and the Judge held that the Scout leaders should have ensured that people could not get on to the slide without
         the helmets being checked.’
      

      
      Joseph Morrison v. The Scout Association
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      In 2005, a government minister was present at the scene of a drive-by shooting on an inner-city estate in London. ‘He was
         in incredible agony, screaming in pain, drifting in and out of consciousness,’ the minister, David Lammy, said. While the youth was bleeding, ambulances arrived with police cars
         and parked 200 yards away from the boy and did not approach him for another 12 minutes while a risk assessment was carried
         out.
      

      
      Mr Lammy made angry announcements that this was entirely unacceptable and would see the practice changed. When I ran into
         him a couple of years later in the Commons I asked him what changes he’d brought in. ‘It’s more complicated than I thought,’
         he said, and smiled ruefully.
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      An American student recalls the briefing given to her class when she was studying in London. A policewoman asked the females
         if they were carrying Mace. ‘Three girls raised their hands. She told us we couldn’t use it, shouldn’t even carry it, it was
         illegal.
      

      
      ‘Then she instructed us on how properly to be a victim. If we were attacked, we were to assume a defensive posture, such as
         raising our hands to block an attack. The reason (and she spelled it out in no uncertain terms) was that if a witness saw
         the incident and we were to attempt to defend ourselves by fighting back, the witness would be unable to tell who the aggressor
         was. However, if we rolled up in a ball, it would be clear who the victim was.’
      

      
      
         
         WARNING LABELS

         
         Lawsuits, and fear of lawsuits, have prompted manufacturers to issue warnings against even obvious misuses of consumer products.
         

         
         A label on a snow sled warns ‘Beware: sled may develop high speed under certain snow conditions.’

         
         A 12-inch-high storage rack for compact disks warns ‘Do not use as a ladder.’

         
         A 5-inch fishing lure, which sports three steel hooks, cautions users that it is ‘Harmful if swallowed.’

         
         A smoke detector warns ‘Do not use the silence feature in emergency situations. It will not extinguish a fire.’

         
         From Michigan Lawsuit
 Abuse Watch (www.mlaw.org)
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