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Lord BALLANTRAE My Lords, I shall do my very best to keep within the straitjacket of five minutes, but I must add my congratulations to the deliverers of those two magnificent maiden speeches this afternoon. They are tremendous additions to this highly congenial and very selective group of Benches at this end of your Lordships' Chamber. I was grateful to the noble Marquess for adding to my repertoire of what he would not doubt call "up-throwing" expressions. But I am going to seize this debate, if I may, by the scruff of its neck and turn it into a quick commercial for the poor, long-suffering British Council. I declare a posthumous interest, in that I was Chairman of it for four years from 1972 to 1976. I do not haunt its corridors, but I still feel very strongly that it is something which must be preserved.

On 6th November—I was not here—I understand that the noble Lord, Lord Trefgarne, said: “ I cannot pretend that the British Council will be exempt from consideration in the cuts which we are making, but we shall certainly do our best to ensure that the effect of those cuts is kept to a minimum."—[Official Report; cols. 746–7.]” He refused to be drawn when that up-to-date Hound of the Baskervilles, the noble Lord, Lord Hatch of Lusby, leapt snapping at his heels and asked for an assurance that he meant more than mere words. I do not blame the noble Lord, Lord Trefgarne. He repeated what he had said before, and sat down.

Everybody always claims to be a special case. When I was Director of Combined Operations and trying to preserve one of the Combined Ops training areas, I went all around the country. They said, "Yes, you must have one, but not here". They are all willing to bury nuclear waste on somebody else's doorstep, or to dig coal anywhere but in the Vale of Belvoir, or wherever they happen to live. The British Council has so far loyally accepted the principle that the Government has set, that the cuts must be spread right across the board. But they are still hoping that what my soldier-servant in The Black Watch used to call the "Sword of Damockles" will not fall.

At the moment, a high level committee is sitting to decide how these cuts will he implemented in the future, but your Lordships must realise the implications of phase one alone, which is being put across. It means an 11½ per cent. cut in total spending, or 15 per cent. in real terms. It is a tremendous lot. What does it mean for trade promotion? There are heavy cuts everywhere, cutting out most of the advisory tours by 15 per cent.; heavy staff cuts; the promotion of books down by 15 per cent.; the provision of books at libraries overseas by 30 per cent.; English teaching ceasing altogether in nine countries, and professional and academic exchanges down by 50 per cent.—that is, one-year scholarships down by 50 per cent., and all two-year scholarships abolished.

Commonwealth exchanges are to be scrapped, exchanges with Italy and Poland scrapped; all the machinery scrapped for finding overseas students accommodation in this country; arts promotion down by 25 per cent.; staff reductions in 8 countries; staff cuts of 360 posts for British-appointed people and 180 for people appointed overseas. These are swingeing cuts, and that is what is proposed for phase one alone, so Heaven help us with phase two and phase three! They are really too devastating to contemplate. They will mean closing all libraries throughout the world, and closing all United Kingdom regional offices in countries such as Brazil, Japan, Nigeria and Venezuela, with the loss of 700 posts.

I understand that a starfish can lose an arm or whatever it is. If you cut off an arm once, it will grow again. If you cut it off twice, it may grow again. But if you cut it off three times, even the starfish will be discouraged. The British Council has over the years been cut more than somewhat, and you cannot expect it to continue taking these near fatal cuts and go on surviving. We are in danger of killing off or fatally wounding a magnificent creation which has taken half a century to grow and which is unique. There is nothing like it. So I hope that the high-level committee which is now sitting will seriously ask itself whether even phase one needs to be implemented in full, realising what damage it will do. These are four times the cuts asked of the Foreign Service and twice the cuts originally asked of the BBC External Services, which have now been spared.

I should have preferred to speak in the main stream of the debate, condemning slipshod English and giving your Lordships instances of such abuses as mixed metaphors and clichés. But I decided to use it instead for a commercial for the British Council, so I shall end with a mixed metaphor and a cliché, just to give myself satisfaction: I beg your Lordships not to throw out this particular baby with the bath water until you see the light at the end of the tunnel.
