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t r o l " on foodgrains was significant in 
that it came at the end of a period of 
feverish lobbying by traders against 
the stringent foodgrains control order 
suggested to the State Governments 
by the Centre. The order sought to 
control the traders' margin and re
quired traders to make security de
posits w i th the State Governments 
and submit to them periodically de
tailed accounts of their trading acti
vities. The foodgrains trade was so 
incensed at these requirements that 
one of its representative bodies, the 
Federation of Al l - India Foodgrain 
Dealers, even advised its constituents 
to go on strike by discontinuing fur
ther purchases of foodgrains. Subse
quently the traders did come round 
and adopt a more conciliatory att i tude, 
but this was because the Centre had 
been persuaded to direct the State 
Governments to whit t le down certain 
crucial provisions of the control 
order. 

Coming on the heels of the Gov
ernment's climb down, Swaran Singh's 
statement to the Congress Parliamen
tary Party was interpreted to mean 
that he was throwing in the towel on 
the issue of foodgrains prices. This 
abdication of responsibility by the 
Food Ministry was impossible to jus
t i fy. An official press release issued 
at the end of the same Congress Pa -
liamentary Party meeting admitted that 
prices of foodgrains were being main
tained at artif icially high levels by the 
traders. It was specifically pointed 
out that: 

"The level of production this 
year, particularly in rice, has been 
considerably higher than last year, 
but sti l l the prevailing level of 
prices is on the high side and the 
higher production is not reflected in 
the level of prices. There may be 
some shortfall in the production of 
certain cereals but it was generally 
felt that the existing high level of 
prices is not justified by the over
all production of cereals ... It was 
pointed out that the producers of 
several primary commodities are 
not getting remunerative prices, and 
the margins of the various interme
diary agencies being on the high 
side (sic!), the consumers have to 
pay unreasonably high prices." 
It is a consideration of these very 

facts that has now convinced T T K of 
the inevitabi l i ty of state trading. Ac
cording to h im, since the present sys-
tem of distr ibut ion was such that small 
increases in supply failed to have any 
impact on prices, only when there 

were substantial surpluses could prices 
be expected to come down. But as it 
was unlikely that there would be any 
substantial surpluses in the near fu
ture, it was necessary to change the 
system of distr ibut ion and control 
retail trade. 

This is not the first occasion when 
the need for state trading in food-
grains has been so acutely felt, nor 
when its introduction strongly mooted. 
Fol lowing the Nagpur session of the 
Congress in 1959, it w i l l be recalled, 
Pandit Nehru himself had repeatedly 
assured the country that it was the 
Government's intention to take over 
the grains trade. The proposal was 
then pushed as far as the National 
Development Council but, after that, 
nothing was heard of i t . Are the 
circumstances today more propitious 
for a more f ru i t fu l outcome? True, 
Lal Bahadur Shastri has affirmed that 
the problem of rising prices wi l l be 
amoung the primary concerns of his 
Government. But, as T T K has pointed 
out, state trading can be implemented 
only through the agency of the State 
Governments whose cooperation is. 
therefore, necessary for its success. 
And what about the Food Minister? 
On the last occasion, let it not be 
forgotten, it was the personal predi
lections of a Food Minister that sabo
taged the move for State trading. 

Homer or Humour? 
BY now, most people in Bri tain 

must be sick to the proverbial 
rear molars wi th the long drawn out 
agony of electioneering that has al
ready beseiged the relevant politicians 
for some twelve months. Neither side 
in the main contest has in the process 
of general jostling, nudging and twi t 
ching, loomed any clearer out of the 
fog ski l ful ly generated by their respec-
tive phalanxes of public relations men. 
It is now the mark of a major states 
man in Britain to say nothing that can 
have the slightest significance for any
one anywhere, and politics retreats 
gracefully into clouds and clouds of 
supremely sleep-inducing pieties. To 
get a polit ician to be so outrageous as 
to mumble anything at all that even 
marginally exceeds this amiable smoke
screen must then be counted a major 
t r iumph worthy of spreading all over 
the Brit ish press in large letters. St i l l 
no-one really knows what the challen-
ger is selling (arms to South Afr ica) 
nor what the defender's counter-offer 
is. A l l very sleep-making. 

But then, it seems, the Brit ish elec
t ion is not now any longer about pol i -

tics — it is the means of occupying 
idle statisticians in the new parlour-
game of psephology. Through the sus
tained sparring of County Council , 
Borough Council and now Parliament
ary by-elections, the slide rule and a 
b i t of Sherlock Holmes bluff has, 
been much in evidence. The Daily 
Telegraph Gallup Poll has plotted the 
Labour lead from 4 per cent in May 
1961, through 10 per cent last May, 
11½ per cent this Apr i l , 17 per cent 
at the beginning of May and 16} per 
cent at the end. On the other hand, 
The Daily Mail Opinion Poll offers a 
different selection and now more wide
ly quoted series: the average net swing 
to Labour in the Apr i l county elec-
tions was between 7 and 8 per cent, 
in the Borough elections 6 to 7 per 
cent, and in May generally, 6½ per 
cent. Labour needs, to get a Commons 
majority, a net swing to itself of 2.8 
per cent (given the unequal distr ibu
t ion of seats), so the figure is st i l l 
very comfortable even if it has declin
ed a l i t t le. What must have raised 
Tory hopes and made them feel back 
in the race was the most recent round 
of by-elections — they held Devizes 
on a net swing to Labour of 2.75 per 
cent, although the overall average 
swing for the series was 6.25 per cent 
(and in one case, Winchester, 8.6 per 
cent). Distribution-wise, the borough 
council elections show Labour as 
strongest in the Nor th , East Midlands 
and Wales, weakest in the West M i d 
lands (motor-car land), and wi th mix 
ed support in Lancashire, the South 
and East. 

What emerges from all this is that 
possibly the immense and hi therto ap
parently impregnable Labour lead is 
beginning to be eroded, although it 
has not disappeared l ike a whiff of 
morning mist before the sun of Tory 
resilience as happened in 1959. The 
erosion is, of course, most curiously 
paralleled (even if a delayed correla
tion) wi th the booming economy which 
might, in this post-miracle age, actual
ly str ing Br i ta in up to a five per 
cent growth rate. January and Febru
ary saw a f i f ty per cent increase in 
car sales over a year earlier, and Apr i l 
has produced another bumper crop — 
on present performance, as much as a 
mi l l ion and a quarter cars may leave 
the industry this year. But, as Home 
knows, the never-so-good can spill 
over into the never-never land. The 
labour market is already very t ight, 
and unemployment: rates in London and 
the Midlands are down to one per 
cent and less (the national figure is, 
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last count, 1.7 per cent) — a firm pro
mise of the irresistible ground-swrl of 
accelerated wage drif t and price rise. 
The mi ld A p r i l budget does not seem 
to have curbed demand at ai l , nor the 
steady upward surge of public and 
private investment — the boom is well 
underway, and imports of manufactur
ed and semi-manufactured goods, sti
mulated by the re-equipment taking 
place, have produced sinking hearts at 
the Treasury and faint tremors of nerv
ousness in the Cabinet. Since there is 
l i t t le else to fight about (pace Keeler) 
the balance of payments is an innocu
ous crisis issue, and even perhaps 
could be the l i t t le shove that would 
topple Home. 

The Brit ish election campaign, dis
tinguished so far alike by its intermin
able prolongation and t r ivial i ty , now 
faces the hurdles of long-summer bore
dom. Parliament has now reassembled 
for its last jog-trot before the polls — 
when it returns again, it w i l l al l be 
over and everyone w i l l be sniffing the 
wind for the smell of blood from the 
Party Conference of the defeated 
Party. Home needs to win to prove the 
necessity of his leadership of the Con
servatives — the sacrifices demanded 
of the backbench baronets recently 
(the erosion of Resale Price Mainte
nance, Southern Rhodesia, Cyprus) 
w i l l be sharply limited by defeat. A n d 
Wilson needs to win to salvage his 
merry men from a further period of 
Opposition meditation — this time, 
the sacrifices the Left has made 
to keep the boat from rocking 
might produce a St Bartholomew's 
Night of vengeance on the failures of 
the Right to bring home victory. The 
nearer the election comes now, the 
less easy it becomes to discern exactly 
which party w i l l be selected to bear 
all the strain of open political contro
versy wi th in its midst — just to save 
there being any controversy between 
the parties. 

T i m e t o G o H o m e 

PRISING the British presence out 
of the non-British world has 

been as difficult as removing the 
French — in both cases, the rights of 
the majority have had to wait upon 
the agonised evolution of the imperial 
psychology. Whereas the French 
fought long and bitterly to retain 
Indo-China and Nor th Africa, but, 
once removed, retained l i t t le foothold 
that could survive local opposition, 
the Brit ish, while launching, w i th 
much self-righteousness and congra
tulation, so many 'new nations' in 
good time, have retained a scatter of 

footholds throughout their former 
territories to plague the lot of the 
newly independent. Hong Kong w i l l 
one day be a causus belli, and Singa-
pore already keeps temperatures high. 
Gan in the Indian Ocean has prompt
ed increasing resistance from the 
islanders, Aden is notorious. To 
eject the Brit ish from Cyprus (st i l l 
not fully accomplished) took a long 
and bitter war; ejecting them from 
the old Suez base caused a major i n 
ternational incident. On balance, 
there seems almost nothing to be 
gained by the rest of the world from 
these isolated spots of red on the 
multi-coloured patchwork of the new 
world, and an immense amount to 
lose. 

Of course, the British argue pre
dictably that Aden is needed to main
tain world peace — Aden guards the 
oi l routes from Arab depredations or 
Egyptian perfidy, and is a refuelling 
and servicing point for mil i tary traffic 
from Europe to both East Africa and 
the Far East — given the mil i tary re
volts in Kenya and Tanganyika most 
recently, and the tension across the 
Straits of Malacca, it is suggested, 
Aden is vi tal . But the case is, at best, 
antiquated, and, at worst, rubbish. 
First, it is Alb ion , not Arabia, that is 
notoriously perfidious, but, in any 
case, international relations cannot be 
based upon the prejudices of the re
tired Colonel in Cheltenham. The 
Arabs, warts and all, have shown no 
peculiar or unique defect in the gov
ernment of their countries or the 
maintenance of foreign relations that 
can be separated from the presence 
nearby of foreign Great Powers — 
and in the case of Egypt, they have 
shown considerable ability, despite 
British predictions to the contrary, in 
operating the Suez Canal Relations 
between States can never in fact be 
equal politically un t i l they are equal 
economically, but at least the prac
tice of equity can be more actively 
pursued than this sly special pleading 
from London. The o i l belongs to the 
Arabs, the Canal belongs to Egypt: 
and, superficial socialist appearances 
to the contrary apart, the law of p r i 
vate property must govern the use 
which the rest of the wor ld makes of 
that o i l and the Canal. That means 
that the highest bidder the Arabs are 
prepared to accept, and the promise of 
a good price, can alone be the effective 
means by which the rest of the world 
lays claim to Arab resources. The 
special policeman role over incompe
tent or malevolent foreigners, exercis

ed by bored Brit ish army officers, has 
long been dead: it should now w i t h 
due decorum be buried lest putrefac
t ion irreparably damage the atmos
phere. 

The case for staging points is more 
complicated. Whether East African 
Governments should be protected by 
foreigners from popular uprisings is 
clear — they should not; and the in 
troduction of Brit ish troops as the 
private bodyguard of an unpopular 
regime is no less reprehensible now 
than it was in the heyday of imperial
ism. Squabbles among East African 
soldiery are a different matter, but 
here the only ultimate safeguard is 
some African defence force, not 
summoning the British from half-way 
round the world . 

Malaysia, by contrast, is a somewhat 
more gri t ty question. Here the threat 
is not domestic but foreign, and, so 
far as can be seen, Malaysia has as 
much right to exist as any other new 
Federation, and has no peculiar duty 
to preserve Indonesia's status quo by 
acting as a fo i l for its President. Sad
ly, Sukarno is the central pillar of 
Brit ish mil i tary power in South-East 
Asia — if he d id not exist, the Brit ish 
would, w i t h l i t t le plausibility, have to 
invent h im. Of course, it would be 
much pleasanter if somebody else wi th 
a less hair-raising reputation than the 
Brit ish could be inveigled into sup
porting Malaysia — Australia, or, bet
ter s t i l l , a polyglot UN force. But there 
seems l i t t le chance at the moment that 
either Malaysia or the UN would wel
come this relationship, and, given the 
awesome political problems of launch
ing and maintaining such a force (i t
self relatively inefficient since it can
not be politically committed), it looks 
as if the Tunku w i l l have to continue 
to lean on the Brit ish. 

Which brings the account back to 
Aden. If there is any justification for 
the British retaining a foothold in 
South Arabia, sadly the responsibility 
rests w i t h President Sukarno. This, of 
course, in no way supports British 
policy in Aden — the hastily stumped 
up Federation, the imposition of a re
gime of classical repression, the refus
al to hold new elections, the brutal 
onslaught on the Radfan mountains. 
Sooner or later, the reappraisal must 
be agonising, and must reach some 
modus vivendi w i t h President Nasser, 
Both Egypt and Britain are involved 
in foreign mil i tary adventures along 
both sides of the Yemen border, but 
the balance of justice rests clearly w i t h 
the Egyptians. ' 
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