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Matt Ridley argues that the results of the latest Scottish Executive’s land reform proposals would be on a par with the worst excesses of the Bolshevik revolution.

A Government that confiscates unprofitable firms from private owners so that it can subsidise them itself does not do its taxpayers a service. Yet that is equivalent to what the Scottish Executive is proposing in its land reform action plan published last week.

Much that Donald Dewar proposes is sensible, such as the reform of outdated feudal laws and making public landowning bodies more accountable to local people. But, as spelt out in a White Paper, he also plans to deny a landowner the right to sell his or her property until the public interest has been assessed, to grant the local community (not easily defined) the right to buy that property at a price decided by the government and to give himself the power to buy (by compulsory purchase) an estate that he thinks is not well run.

The result of these proposals, if enacted, would be the most unnecessary confiscation of private property since the Bolshevik revolution, and they would do as much damage. Why? Look no further, for the theory, than the works of a great Scotsman, David Hume, who set out just how much social good is done by the right of property in his An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals (1751). Privately held property is cherished, invested in, attended to and valued because its owner has a strong incentive to look after it. The more diffuse the ownership, the less the accountability and the greater the chance of neglect or damage. State property is therefore the most mismanaged of all.
Examples abound. From British Leyland to British lay-bys, from the herring fishery to the National Health Service, public ownership always means neglect and under investment. Closer to the Scottish Highlands, compare the record of private landowners and public ones. Private landowners have conserved moors, encouraged wildlife and employed locals. Public ones have planted uneconomic wall-to-wall Sitka spruce trees across the hills and then gone away, spending almost nothing in the local economy.

Almost all the ills of the Scottish Highlands can be laid at the feet of public interference: subsidies for intensive sheep grazing and salmon farming, the building of hydro-electric dams, uncommercial tree planting, clear felling of ancient forests (the Caledonian forest in public hands suffered twice as much clearance as the Caledonian forest in private hands).
The only ill that is not government’s fault is the decline in rural industry and unemployment in the Highlands, caused by global market forces that have made it uneconomic to us most of northern Scotland for anything other than recreation. Yet private landowners have at least mitigated the effect. By renting out fishing, deer staking and grouse shooting and by pouring money into their estates with little expectation of return, they have kept the local economy ticking over and provided an alternative use for the land.

It is a myth that Highland estates are money-spinners. Quite the reverse: they cost more to run than they earn in almost every case, which is why they change hands so frequently. They are sink estates – you can sink money into them till the stags come home. Yet the demagogues of Edinburgh would have you believe that owners exploit their estates.

Instead, they should be grateful people still bankrupt themselves to maintain the places. As Scottish aristocrats run out of money, they sell on to others: brassy self-made Yorkshiremen, Canadian financiers, Dutch tycoons, American entrepreneurs. These come and put in bathrooms, re-roof cottages, kit out their gamekeepers in tweed, and build helipads – all good for local tradesmen. They bring money made in distant cities. That is called inward investment if it happens in Kirkcaldy or Dunfermline. But in the Highlands, nationalists call it raping Scotland’s heritage.
Contrary to myth, the landowners’ indulgence does not stop others from enjoying the hills. You can climb any Munro. The ramblers, birdwatchers, canoeists and campers enjoy the land largely for free. They do not have to rent the mountains, or pay taxes, or even pay access fees to those who maintain the paths, fields and streams they use with such little hindrance. This has disguised from them the true cost of maintaining the landscape they use: of spending money that keeps local tradesmen in business, or of killing the foxes that would otherwise wipe out the hen harriers. Perhaps it is the landowners’ fault for not telling them; they are not, as a breed, very good at blowing their own trumpets.

Some landowners are bad eggs, but few do much damage. They are not allowed to, because land ownership is hedged about with so many regulations. Tree felling must be approved by local councils; wild habitat and species are protected by law; buildings are listed; planning permission is required for major works, and so on. A laird can barely blow his nose on the top of his mountain without permission from the Government, so it is dishonest to pretend that nationalisation is needed to save the environment.

In the end, a laird is accountable. Even the most absentee ones, such as the much-vilified Keith Schellenberg of Eigg, are quickly held to account for what they do. Public landowners are the opposite of accountable. Try blaming the civil servant in the Forestry Commission responsible for the idiotic plantations of lodgepole pine on Lewis. You cannot even find out who he was.
Ask any farm tenant or gamekeeper; government is not a good landlord. Its officials move on through promotion every few years, so lacks continuity. Middle managers from Scottish Natural Heritage or the Forestry Commission may be fine people, but they do not keep local builders, ghillies or venison smokers busy – you need tycoons for that.

Moreover, government (and the big collective landowners it subsidies such as the National Trust for Scotland and the Royal Society for Protection of Birds) is bad at being eccentric. It tends to set policies in Edinburgh and make too little allowance for local conditions. The glory of private estates is how different they are. One owner runs sheep on his hills, another shoots grouse, a third just wants to mess about in the heather with his children and a fourth starts a small business making blueberry and ginger whisky in the vain hope of becoming rich. It is a diverse world.

As for the proposals to give local communities first refusal to buy an estate, this is a blackmailer’s charter and a recipe for asset-stripping. If the new proposals become law, there will be a flood of English swampies buying cottages on the west coast, setting up protest movements against the local landowners and demanding public grants to buy the place. Once they own an estate, they will discover the high cost of running it, which they will meet by demanding more public grants from the long-suffering Scottish taxpayer and by selling off chunks of the estate.
As for history, tossing out Dutch billionaires so that English drop-outs and London pressure groups can gain windfalls at the Scottish taxpayer’s expense does nothing to atone for the Highland Clearances: it compounds the sin of them.
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