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1. INTRODUCTION 

Despite the apparent victory in 1989 of the “Western world” over its enemy of the 

Twentieth Century, a growing feeling of unease and doom has been gathering – as 

the removal of the “communist threat” from the agenda opened ethnic conflicts and 

allowed the world to begin to understand such things as the scale of global misery 

and environmental disaster. The events of Sept 11th may or may not cause a 

reappraisal of priorities and values in people and governments; one discouraging 

factor is the sense of helplessness that many people are feeling. 

 

This paper is a personal one – it is one man’s attempt to explore how he might in the 

future (God willing!) “make a difference”; or at least feel that what he is doing is 

relevant for the struggle to improve human conditions rather than compounding the 

problems. For I am approaching the enviable point in my life where I don’t need to 

work full-time and can choose my own agenda. Last winter, I sensed that I had to 

work out my portfolio by responding to such questions as -  

• why I was pessimistic about the future and so unhappy with the activities of 

the programmes and organisations with whom I dealt – and with what the 

French have called La Pensee Unique, the post 1989 “Washington consensus” 

• who were the organisations and people I admired  

• what they were achieving - and what not 

• how these gaps could be reduced 

• the role of an individual such as me in that  

 

Part of the problem I feel is the sheer richness of analyses, writings and 

organisations – all dealing with part of what is a systemic problem. Those struggling 

valiantly with local initiatives often don’t have the time or patience to make sense 

of what they often see as over-shrill or theoretical writings; and those dealing with 

the large picture can sometimes be impatient with what they perhaps see as the 

naivety of the practitioner.  
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Between 1975 and 1990, I was a young politician in Strathclyde Region - trying to 

change the bureaucratic system which was then local government2 and responsible 

for the development of what became Britain’s first strategy for social inclusion and 

of community structures and initiatives3.  

 

The work I have been doing since 1990 in public administration reform in transition 

countries confronts many of the same issues – but on a much larger national and 

global scale and with the added dimension of the more visible signs of poverty and 

environmental disaster in places such as Romania and the Aral Sea. I have lived in 

these countries – for an average of almost two years apiece – in the meantime 

keeping up (not least through the internet) with socio-political developments and 

writing in Britain and Europe.  

 

That has made me increasingly critical of the “best practice” approach of foreign 

consultancies. The recent string of policy disasters in the British health and 

education fields4 stem from the very centralisation people like myself have been 

trying to help dismantle! If, after hundreds of years, the British system can’t 

achieve a healthy policy system, how realistic are the exhortations and 

conditionalities imposed by the global community on transition countries?  

 

Unrealistic expectations have been developed in many transition countries about 

the contribution which full-scale privatisation can make to the improvement of 

services such as water, railways, health and education5. This comes from the 

hypnotic effect which the possibility of foreign investment brings to capital-

starved nations and too many western consultants peddling, for whatever reasons, a 

simplistic model. 

Since first starting to think about this last winter, I find myself more confident 

that there is a feasible and acceptable alternative to what Korten has called, in his 

latest book and writings, “The Suicide Economy” which is the global economy.  

Global politics and economics have been shaken by the events of September 11 in 

Manhattan and Washington; British political assumptions have been shaken by the 

outbreak of Foot and Mouth disease and the collapse of Railtrack. And I have 

discovered the seminal book Human Capitalism; the book and writings of George 
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  In 1978 I wrote a small book around the questions the citizen activists I was working with were asking 

me about the reorganised system of local government in Scotland - The Search for Democracy (1978) 
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 this is described and analysed in detail in a paper “Organisational Learning and Political Amnesia” which 
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Monbiot; and many relevant websites – particularly that of The People-Centered 

Development Forum6  

 

 

2. WHAT’S WRONG? 

• Consumerism is killing the planet – and making people miserable7. 

• The poor are getting poorer8 

• Development organisations have hierarchical structures and remuneration 

packages which create self-serving behaviour9 (World Bank staffers travel 

business class)  

• The British political culture was always too centralised and has got worse 

(notwithstanding Scottish devolution). New labour has enforced “la pensee 

unique”, repressed dissident thinking and is slowly selling the state to 

corporate interests10.  

• Too easy to scapegoat Blair – it’s in the nature of modern politics11 

• Despite the extensive coverage of political corruption in Italy, Belgium, 

Germany, France and even Britain nothing really changes. Indeed it gets 

worse. 

• EU is selfish and has no vision12 

 

 

3. WHO IS SINGING A DIFFERENT SONG? 

 

3.1 Standard Bearers – who actively proselytise to demand change 

• David Korten (author of When Corporations Rule the World13 (Earthscan 

1995)  

• Susan George (author of The Lugano Report - on preserving capitalism in the 

twenty-first Century (Pluto 1999 

• George Monbiot14 

• N. Chomsky15  

• Oskar Lafontaine (?) 

                                                 
6 www.pcdf.org 
7 since I wrote that, there have been many books on the theme eg Affluenza by Oliver James 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Affluenza-Oliver-

James/dp/0091900115/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1301472619&sr=1-1 
8 this needs some nuancing – clearly urban Chinese have been growing richer and some figures I saw in 2011 suggested 

that, globally, the poor are now in the “developed” rather than “developing” world. Two key books on this are The 

Spirit Level – why inequality is better for everyone (Wilkinson and Picket 2009) and Injustice by Daniel Dorling 

(2010)   
9 a lot of critiques about the World Bank – eg  Mallaby’s The World’s Banker (2008) 
10 George Monbiot’s The Captive State – the corporate takeover of Britain (1999)  
11 Colin Leys is one of the few academics to map this  
12 it pays its senior staff incredible and indefensible salaries 
13 available on google scholar 
14  Captive State  
15 (Znet is his website) 



• George Soros (?) 

• Ralph Nader  

• Riccardo Petrella – with whom I worked in the 80s in the R.O.M.E. 

programme when he was a senior European official and who is now one of the 

leading critics of “La Pensee Unique” 

• Tony Gibson16 has done a lot.  

 

3.2 Inspirers whose writings help extend understanding of the processes of 

change 

• Timothy Garton Ash17 

• Eric Hobsbawm18 

• Marlynn Fergusson19  

• Richard Douthwaite20  

• Theodor Zeldin21  

• Colin Leys22 

• The Stephen Covey and Peter Senge bunch (at the level of personal 

behaviour) 

 

3.3 Organisations 

?????? 

• The NGO global network (see 5.2 and the final section) 

• Green Peace 

• UN Programme for Human Development – and other programmes which put 

country performance in league tables in order to shame leaders 

 

British organisations are either too insular – or still affected by “soft” imperialism.  

But at least two Foundations are worthwhile – the Foundation for Social Initiative 

and the New Economics Foundation) 
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 the historian who was in clandestine contact in the 1980s with the dissidents in communist countries and 
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 The Aquarian Conspiracy ( 
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 who is one of the clearest writers about the growth fixation and a second book on the practical 

alternatives can be downloaded from http://www.feasta.org/documents/shortcircuit/Short_Circuit.pdf 
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 The Intimate History of Humanity (1995) 
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 a British academic whose distrance in African seems to have given him a rare perspective – see his 

Market-Driven Politics (2003) 
http://books.google.com/books?id=_VMM8g0CcdEC&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=fa
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3.4 Journals/Yearbooks 

• New Internationalist 

• Third World Resurgence 

• The Ecologist 

• New Left review (and all the French journals like le Monde Diplomatique) 

• Socialist Register 

 

 

4. WHAT IS ALL THIS ACHIEVING? 

The past decade of global NGO activity directed at poor country debts has made 

the World Bank change its song23 – and open dialogue. And encouraged Britain to 

lead the field in writing off debts. This is an amazing achievement - although the 

protests and critique of further World Trade liberalisation has degenerated into 

apparent anarchist violence and perhaps diverted the message.  

 

 

5. WHAT IS IT NOT ACHIEVING? 

 

5.1 Any impact on Global warming 

- it’s worse than we thought 

 

5.2 Any real hope for those in most transition countries  

The European Union has lost any vision – and is just negotiating with Accession 

countries to get the best deal for its own citizens. As Judt has put it24, 

membership is little more than symbolic confirmation that a country has already 

reached European standards. It does not actually help achieve that. 

 

5.3 any improvements in the life of the 25% of the poor in developed countries  

 

5.4 any improvements in western political systems – to ensure they adopt, for 

example, sustainable development agendas 

 

5.5 Any change in the balance of perceptions and power which is held by the 

global media 

 

5.6 Any significant increase in transparency 

Everyone preaches transparency for government. The global network for 

sustainable development is transparent. The Davos Forum is, however, the only 

transparent part of the dense network which ensures that corporate power 
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 also helped by the critiques of insiders such as Stiglitz and Daley 
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 I don’t know which article this was – but Judt (who very sadly died in 2010) was one of the few 

admirable voices in academia (see Ill Fares the Land (2010) 



marches on. The Tripartite Leadership Forum (?) has for a long time coordinated 

the global development of la pensee unique – and funded seminars to cultivate the 

significant younger western politicians. The European Roundtable of Industrialists 

is a network of the 46 Chief Executives of the largest companies in Europe and has 

had an agenda for Europe which they discuss monthly with EU political leaders. 

 

 

6. MAINSTREAM SOLUTIONS 

 

6.1 Reform of the political system? 

Some politicians have insights and goodwill – but unfortunately it is a mistake to 

look there for any help. It was all said so clearly in the early part of the last 

century – by Michels in 1911 that once you have become a full-time politician you 

have to cut your cloth to hang on to your salary. Nowadays you listen to your party 

boss – and what the focus groups tell you about the marginal voter. And in 1945 

Schumpeter25 clearly spelled out that the function of elections and the political 

system is simply to allow us to choose between competing elites. 

Perhaps we need a system more like the Swiss – trouble is that the German Greens 

had this policy and had to give it up. And the American Republicans soon reneged on 

their policy of 2 terms only.   

 

6.2 The Global NGO Network? 

The larger NGOs are now substantial bureaucracies and are attracting some 

criticism – about accountability and the problems they have in cooperating (since 

they need high and distinctive public profiles if they are to continue to attract 

funds). And if they are too coherent their analysis of the sources of the problems, 

they run the risk of being labelled political and left-wing.  

But their critique now needs to move beyond specific institutions to the American 

interests which sustain the new global (dis)order.  

 

6.3 Progressive Capitalists? 

Too few – although “green investment” is beginning to gather force 

 

6.4 Individual Action 
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7. THE NEED FOR BROKERAGE 

A noticeable phenomenon is that, when some politicians retire and no longer have 

the competitive pressures on them, they become more critical about the domestic 

and global systems they accepted when they were in office. The same is true of 

many officials. There must be a great potential amongst those who have 

• Time (now retired)  

• money 

• Education (higher than any previous generation) and potential understanding 

(because of the impact of the NGO critique) 

• An interest (satisfaction in making a contribution) 

• Conscience (“I’ve taken – now I should give a little back”) 

• A greater chance of persuasion by virtue of their patent lack of vested 

interest – and being late converts 

• networks  

 

Surely a significant number of retired officials, academics and consultants in UK 

and ?? can be encouraged to come together; learn from one another – and develop 

ways of communicating and acting to make their concerns about national and global 

systems more influential?  

Transparency International is a good recent example of such an initiative. 

 

Journals and 

• Znet www.zmag.org/ 

• Yes (David Korten’s Online Journal) www.futurenet.org/ 

• East European Constitutional Review www.law.nyu.edu/eecr/ 

• Social Criticism www.socialcritic.org/ 

• Central Europe Online www.centraleurope.com/ 

• New Economics Foundation www.neweconomics.org/ 

 

Progressive Websites? 

www.pcdf.org 

www.developments.org 

www.oneworld.org 

www.tradewatch.org 

www.globenet.net 

 

 

 

 



Ramblings from an Offshore Island 

 

Ronald, following your recent treatise on your portfolio of future projects, I 

thought it would be useful to set down some thoughts in response to the despair of 

democratic idealists like yourself.    

 

I generally agree with your analysis of what is wrong but believe that it is the 

collective vision that needs to be defined before you can make constructive 

progress.  What we are looking for is positive outcomes for future generations.  We 

should realise that the processes we have wrestled with for much of our working 

lives are fundamentally flawed because they are designed around the self-

perpetuating interests of organisations, be they governments, the EU, or corporate 

business.  The oligarchies that inevitably develop in all these bodies are kept 

together by dubious affiliation to a club.  This may be a political party or a 

profession; a religion or an interest group; an ethnic group or an old boy club.  They 

may have common objectives but these are perhaps subservient to the maintenance 

of the power structure. 

 

It has been very difficult to challenge these silos of power because it is assumed 

that only those with inside knowledge have the credentials to raise justified 

objections.  By their very nature they circle the wagons any time the fundamental 

nature or assured nature of their power base is threatened.  This is the history of 

most political parties and professional organisations.  They were allowed to continue 

in this way because of information confidentiality.  So long as things were kept on 

closed files only capable of careful investigation by legal processes and lengthy 

scrutiny most closed shop practices were allowed to continue within whatever 

ethical code pertained to that organisation.   

 

Recently this has begun to change- not because of freedom of information, which is 

still a sham in most organisations, but because information is now capable of being 

classified and scrutinised by the Internet search engine. This is the new 

revolution for citizens across the globe. We have a tool that breaks all the 

protocols of hierarchy, professional domains and codes of  social intercourse.  

However we also know that many writers are assuming that globalisation will be the 

outcome.  Small local businesses will be wiped out by the cartels of global e 

businesses.  But is that true or is there a far more powerful outcome from the use 

of the internet which will see a paradigm shift in power putting it back with the 

citizen who will have the right to choose and demand their rights as the boundaries 

come tumbling down.   

 

The internet could be the ultimate extension of the franchise of citizens.  Providing 

a dynamic and continuous sharing of good practice across the world.  This could be 



for water purification, the monitoring of climate change or, and this is the project, 

the classification of companies, government (local and national) according to a kite 

mark of sustainability, accountability or whatever the democratic idealists want. Is 

it back to the ideals of John Stuart Mill- the greatest happiness for the greatest 

number?  As he said responsibility for the survival of society must remain with the 

individual.  The evidence from the last century is that government, whether 

democratic or not, has not been very good at managing the survival of people or the 

planet.  We need a mechanism supported by the people, which creates the rights of 

world citizens.  

 

Let me give a couple of examples about how apparent globalisation through the 

internet could be most powerful for the local state, not corporate business and 

their governments.   Procurement – the command and control freaks that run 

government in Britain believe that we should create buying consortia across all 

public services where we can negotiate the best discounts for books, computers, 

office furniture etc.  The effect, as we have seen when this has operated in local 

government, is that we get monopoly providers, the closing down of local suppliers 

and the eventual increase in costs by the winning contractor.  We have an electronic 

purchase card system, which allows all our managers to identify the cost from 

different suppliers, including local ones who usually have the fastest delivery times, 

using the Internet and achieve sustainable savings.  It is after all their delegated 

budget. We are achieving local solutions and local savings.  It also allows diversity 

and the protection of indigenous skills.   Nevertheless we are been backed into the 

corner by big brother to join the new national scheme.  Secondly there is a real 

disassembling of the medical fraternity who have hidden behind oaths and colleges 

forever.  It is the ability to recognise patterns of treatment and for patients to 

test diagnoses on the Internet that has led to a number of successful challenges 

against the medical profession that had previously been covered up.  None of us 

want to undermine the respect of the profession but there is now the chance to 

avoid the closed shop of investigation in the future.  I am sure that Hilary will be 

aware of the demeaning of the profession but how do we empower her and the 

future generation of professionals to accept that they are accountable to society. 

A society which will be a lot more effective in its scrutiny of their actions not by 

litigation, which is ultimately more damaging, but by observing a set of ethics and 

standards agreed in partnership with the citizen. 

 

Well where does this lead?   I suppose I am saying that democracy can at last be 

given the legs to get beyond the episodic election cycle and party machine and 

infiltrate the operation of all our public and private institutions.  It would have to 

start with a specific number of performance measures.  Ones that are essential for 

global advancement but require to be measured, monitored and progressed locally.  

Now does that not take us back to the Club of Rome? 



 

So is there a project around this?  You presumably have a great deal of experience 

of helping set output measures for projects – the problem is that these are usually 

set by the international bodies that establish the projects and may, more often 

than not, simply measure the inputs.  We have sent 10,000 troops and 3 aircraft 

carriers (presumably as a token of our power).  What we are looking for is outcomes 

that are desired by citizens. If they controlled these performance measures they 

could look at the efficacy of the inputs from different world organisations.  I would 

presume that Medicine sans Frontier would be a lot more effective than the World 

Bank, or Water Aid than the EU but that is not for me to presume it is for citizens 

abetted by ‘World Inclusion’ indicators to challenge the relevance of different 

inputs.  I am sure that it would reshape charity giving and question some of the 

many institutions that ostensibly say ‘Pants to Poverty’ (the slogan for this year’s 

Comic Relief) but may in fact do very little to ameliorate it. 

 

Someone who would be very good on this is your old friend Willie Roe, who is a 

consultant specialising on business solutions and e governance.  I will dig out his e 

mail address.  Another really interesting old colleague who has the ear of 

government ministers is John Bennington, John is Professor of Government at 

Warwick University and has done a lot of work in Eastern Europe and South Africa.  

Is this enough to start with? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From Keith Yates (then Chief Executive of Stirling District Council in Scotland – 

who had been the principal support (as  Regional official) for the political efforts I 

was making in Strathclyde Regional Council to encourage community development) 


