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The Schlossberg Family
641 Sixth Avenue
New York, New York 10011

Dear ééé&n, Caroline, Rose, Tatiana, and Jack:

Bnr

Thanks so much for the wonderful sarong. Your

continued thoughtfulness and support mean a lot
to Hillary and me, and we send our best wishes

for the coming year.

Sincerely,
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Cold comfort farm

EROPLANES and smartcards are all very well,
but they barely register with Nigeria's large
number of poor people. In 1997, one Nigerian in two
lived on less than 30 cents a day, says the Federal Of-
fice of Statistics. The figures are not all that reliable,
but there is little doubt that poverty in Nigeria is
widespread and becarne more so for most of the
1990s. Walk around the slums of Ibadan or Warri,
and you will see the destitute densely packed into
filthy, dank shacks, dark inside or occasionally lit
with a dim kerosene lamp. Many of the urban poor
are recent migrants from the countryside. The pro-
portion of Nigerians living in towns swelled from a
fifth in 1963 to well over a third in 1991, according to
the United Nations Development Programme. Mil-
lions of peasants left their fields in pursuitof a little
piece of the country's oil wealth. When successive
oil booms bust, many were thrown out of work.
Govemment could no longer afford to pay street
cleaners, bureaucrats could no longer afford domes-
tic servants, and the restaurants, nightclubs and
shops formerly fuelled by petronaira closed down.
There are still crumbs falling from the tables of
the oil-rich, but not as many as before, and more
people are pursuing them. Motorists stuck in traffic
can buy pawpaws, nuts or a car wash from one of
dozens of hawkers. At the golf course in Lagos,
where bankers and oil executives relax, a whole hi-
erarchy of crumb-catching can be watched in ac-
tion. It costs about $20 to play; the caddymaster de-
mands $10 for the brief moment it takes him to
assign a caddy to each golfer; and the caddies, top of
the heap of manual workers, are paid $2 for four
hours of humping a heavy bag. Below them in the
pecking order come the “sweepers”, who for a few
coins fatten a path to the hole for the golfer's ball
across the bumpy dirt of the putting surface; and
then the half-naked men who dive into the oily,
stagnant water hazards to grope for wayward golf
balls, which they clean and sell for a pittance. Add to
this the barmen, the boiled-egg sellers and the shoe-
polishers, and the average golfer probably pays ten

Being poor in the
city 1is grim; in the
country even
grimmer

different people during the course of a single round,
and tums away disappointed dozens.

The poor congregate in Nigeria's cities because
life in the countryside is gnmmer still. It should not
be. The country has wonderfully fertile soil, suitable
for growing a variety of valuable crops. But after de-
cades of neglect, Nigerian agriculture is falling far
short of its potential. For example, large parts of the
country offer just the right conditions for growing
cocoa beans of exceptionally high quality; and yet
cocoa production in Nigeria has tumbled from over
300,000 tonnes in 1970 to little more than half that
last year. In nearby Ghana and Céte d'Ivoire, cocoa
is a reliable export eamer and big employer of rural
labour. In Nigeria, it is a sad reminder of the coun-
try’s wasted opportunities.

Other crops have similarly been allowed to
wither. The conditions for growing rubber in Nigeria
are ideal, but the country produces perhaps only a
tenth as much as it could. Palm oil, used in soap, lu-
bricants and industrial fats, was the staple of Nige-
ria’scommerce with the outside world in the period
between the banning of the slave trade and the dis-
covery of petroleum. Today, palm leaves still pro-
vide the thatching for Nigerian houses and palm
planks the walls, but exports of palm oil are stag-
nant. In the 1950s, Nigeria supplied Indonesia with
its first palm seedlings. In 1970, Indonesia produced
half as much palm oil as Nigeria. By 1991, it was pro-
ducing three times as much, and in the mid-1990s
Nigenia started to import iIndonesian palm oil. Nige-
ria's exports of other formerly lucrative crops, such
as groundnuts and cotton, have virtually ceased.

Man-made misery

Nigerian agriculture has been scuppered by a com-
bination of oil and poor policies. The first oil boom
broughta sudden flood of foreign currency, much of
which went on building swanky new govermment
buildings and making life comfortable for managers
at state-owned companies. Working in construction
and services suddenly became more rewarding than
farming, so a lot of peasants threw away their hoes
and surged into the cities. At the same time the oil
exportsstrengthened the naira, makingother Nigeri-
an exports, such as cash crops, less competitive.
Even when the boom ended, the currency remained
overvalued, because the government imposed con-
trols to protect it, fearing that devaluation would
spark inflation.

Bad policies over the years added to Nigerian
farmers’ gloom in a number of ways. Subsidies such
as those for fertiliser benefited only the middlemen.
Marketing boards, to which farmers were obliged to
sell most exportable crops, had originally been set
up to ensure that farmers got a reasonable price for
their produce, but the prices were set too low, so the
boards imposed a hefty implicit tax on impover-
ished peasants. The boards were not abolished until
the mid-1980s. That decade also brought a number
of import bans, including one on wheat which,
along with subsidies for domestic wheat-growing,
was meant to stimulate Nigerian agriculture. Some
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regions where land was unsuitable for wheat-grow-
ing grew little or no wheat but pocketed the hand-
outs anyway. A bread shortage followed.

Policy was not only poor, it was also unpredict-
able. For farmers, who were already subject to the
vagaries of the weather and of world commodity
prices, that created special difficulties. Not knowing
whether the govemment would manipulate the
prices of their products up or down, they were dis-
couraged from investing in higher-yielding crops
and more efficient methods of production. The
green revolution, which boosted agricultural pro-
ductivity throughout the developing world, passed
Nigeria by.

Under the new government, things are looking
up a little. The naira is no longer absurdly overval-
ued, so Nigeria’s agricultural exports need notbe un-

Pick your parasite

IGERIA'S climate may be lovely for cocoa trees,

but itis harsh for people. In 1805 Mungo Park. a
Scottish explorer, led a 45-man expedition to find
the source of the river Niger, butillness putanend to
the adventure. The only European in the group not
to succumb to malaria was Park himself, and he was
killed by local tribesmen. Nigeria's debilitating heat
and swarms of mosquitoes are perhaps the main
reason why British colonisers never settled in large
numbers. But the conditions are not particularly
healthy for local people either. In Nigeria, as in ma-
ny tropical countries, there is a greater incidence of
disease than in more temperate climes. Some econo-
mists think this slows down development. Most of
the world’s poorest countries are in the tropics. Pov-
erty aggravates health problems: the poor often can-
not afford vital medicines or adequate food. And
poor health, in tum, aggravates poverty.

In many parts of Nigeria people are subjected to
hundreds of infectious mosquito bites each year,
making it hard to avoid contracting malana. Every
workplace is regularly disrupted by it. The health
ministry has no idea how many Nigerians die of the
disease each year,butreckonsthatovera millionare
seriously sickened by it.

Half of the Nigerian population has no access to
safe drinking water; many women walk hours every
day to fetch the precious stuff, balancing pots on
their heads. Water-bome parasites and bacteria
thrive. The most deadly consequence is probably
diarrhoea, which makes 400,000 Nigerians seriously
ill each year. The condition is cheap to treat: all it
takes is a few cents’ worth of rehydration salts. But
for poor families living miles from the nearest phar-
macy, such remedies are often unavailable.

Nigerian health workers have notched up some
successes, for instance against river blindness and
guinea worm. About 3sm Nigerians live in areas
where they risk picking up Onchocerca volvulus
parasites that burrow into the eyes and cause blind-
ness. River blindness used to disable huge numbers
of Nigerians, but the disease has been brought large-
ly under control by the use of ivermectin, a drug do-
nated by Merck, an American drug firm, that kills
the pest in its human host. Nigeria's progress in
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competitive. But the reintroduction of fertiliser sub-
sidies is a backward step.

Other reforms would be more useful, starting
with the simplification of the rules governing land
ownership. At present the state technically owns al-
most all agricultural land, and farmers have only a
vaguely defined right to farm it after several years of
incumbency. The system has many local variations,
but nowhere is ownership clear enough for small
farmers to be able to use the soil as collateral for rais-
ing loans to buy better seeds, plant new cocoa trees
and generally improve productivity. Other things
the govemment could do include patching up the
rural infrastructure, and perhaps encouraging the
creation of a commodities futures exchange. But
what it needs to do more than anything else is to
keep its policies consistent.

Nigena is an
unhealthy place to
live, in all sort of
ways

Down with guinea worm

curbing guinea worm, a parasite that can keep its
victims off work for months, is equally heartening.
Muicroscopic guinea worm eggs enter humans via
water fleas, swallowed when drinking dirty water.
The worm grows up to three feet (almost a metre) in
length, causing fever, pain and fatigue. It can be re-
moved only after it has burst through the skin. The
hapless host must then spend weeks or months
gently tugging it out. Following a global campaign
led by the World Health Organisation and others,
Nigenians in areas at risk now use filters to strain
fleas out of their drinking water. The incidence of
guinea worm infestations has dropped from about
700,000 a year a decade ago to about 13,000.

In other respects, however, health care in Nige-
ria has deteriorated. Immunisation was quite sys-
tematic in the 1980s, but collapsed under the Aba-
cha regime. Basic clinics, long neglected by Nigeria’s
military rulers in favour of big, prestigious hospitals,
are in tatters. It is left to non-governmental organisa-
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Up with life expectancy

Nigena has not
only a north-south
divide, but a
multitude of other
fault lines too

tions to teach elementary health precautions
to ordinary Nigerians, and to discourage
harmful traditions, such as sharing tribal
skin-marking knives. The hospitals have
crumbled too: previous governments were
generous with the funds to build them, but
made little or no allowance for their mainte-
nance or running costs. Budgeting was usual-
ly chaotic.

The worst is yet to come

The new health minister, Tim Menakaya, has
impressed foreign donors with his energy.
Unlike his predecessors, he sensibly empha-
sises primary care, prevention and inocula-
tion, the measures that save the most lives for
the fewest naira. The challenge is immense.
Almost a fifth of Nigerian children die before
their fifth birthday. Nearly half of the under-
fives are stunted because of poor nutrition.
Mothers have large families—an average of
six children per woman—because they ex-
pect to lose some of them in infancy. Life ex-
pectancy in Nigena has stuck at about so
years, and that may soon drop as large numbers of
Nigerians start to die of A1Ds.

The first cases of aips in Nigeria were reported
in 1986, and surveys conducted in the first half of the
19905 suggested that the virus was spreading rapid-
ly. Hiv prevalence among Nigerian adults was esti-
mated to be 1.8% in 1990, 3.8% in 1994 and 4.5% in
1995. Under Abacha, aiDs research was neglected,
but a new survey, published in December, found
that in the country as a whole 5.4% of adults were in-
fected, and in some areas over 20%. As a percentage
of the population, these figures are less dreadful
than those in, say, Zimbabwe or Zambia, but be-
cause Nigeria has so many people, the absolute
numbers are staggering: the country can expect at
least sm a1Ds deaths in the next ten years, and that
may be only the beginning.

Some Nigenans are aware of the danger. The first
death from a1ps of a Nigenan celebrity—the Afro-
beat star Fela Kuti in 1997—brought grim publicity
for the disease. A number of newspapers recently

ran frightening (but possibly accurate) reports on
the level of infection among Nigerian soldiers re-
tumning from peacekeeping duties in Sierra Leone
and Libena. But most Nigerians see AIDs as a disease
that afflicts only foreigners, because they have yet to
see friends or relatives waste away. “There is no
sense of panic yet,” says Professor Lawrence Adeo-
kun, a director of the Association for Reproductive
and Family Health in Ibadan. “But there should be.”

Mr Menakaya takes the virus senously, and is
working with the World Bank to set up a prevention
programme this year. The first step will be to im-
prove the screening of blood for transfusions, which
at present account for a significant share of infec-
tions. The next step, trying to persuade people to
change their sexual habits, will be as tricky in Nige-
na as anywhere else. Polygamy is common—almost
aquarter of married men have two or more wives—
and promiscuity and prostitution are widespread.
Poverty prevents many Nigerians from taking anti-
biotics for venereal diseases, and untreated genital
sores make Hiv transmission more likely. Female
genital mutilation, to which about half of Nigerian
women have been subjected, can lead to bleeding
during sex, which is similarly risky. Only one Nigeri-
an woman in ten practises any form of birth control,
which rarely involves condoms. Many Nigerians re-
main ignorant of how the virus is transmitted; few
realise how widespread it already is.

The impact of AiDs on the Nigerian economy is
as yet hard to predict. Output may be affected only
gradually. With unemployment high, firms that lose
staff will have little trouble replacing them. For the
oil industry, which employs a relatively small num-
ber of people and imports some of those with essen-
tial engineering skills, world oil prices will have a far
greater effect on the bottom line. But the effect on
the welfare of ordinary Nigenians could be cata-
strophic. A1Ds patients linger before they die, so rela-
tives may have to stop work to look after them.
When breadwinners sicken, household incomes
plummet just as medical bills soar. In ten years’
time, the number of Nigerian children orphaned by
AIps could exceed the total population of neigh-
bouring Benin or Chad.

Fissiparous folk

N OCTOBER last year, Ahmed Sani, the governor

of Zamfara,declared that his small northem state
would henceforth be subject to sharia (Islamic) law,
citing Saudi Arabia as his model. He has encouraged
the growing of beards, although they are not being
made mandatory, and banned prostitution and the
sale of alcohol. Thieves may have their hands cut
off, but only in “extreme” cases. The announcement
caused uproar. Despite Mr Sani’s assurances that
shana courts would try only members of Zamfara's
Muslim majority, the state’s Christian minority is
terrified. Muslim leaders who favour a secular state
are afraid to speak out for fear of being branded un-
Islamic, a label that could prove hazardous. News-
papers, most of which are Christian-owned, con-
demned the move, predicting that it would spark an
exodus of Christians and lead to the break-up of the

country. So far this has not happened, but in De-
cember Kano state said it, too, would adopt shania.
Other majority-Muslim states may follow. The de-
bate highlights one of Nigeria’s most enduring pro-
blems: holding together a country with such a di-
verse and fractious population.

Northemn Nigeria is mainly Muslim. The south is
mainly Christian and animist. The middle belt is
mixed. Nigenians sometimes refer to the “mistake of
1914, when British colonial cartographers united
northem and southern Nigeria by the stroke of a
pen. Antagonism between north and south is not
simply about religion; it is a tribal matter, too, with
deep historical roots. The British sought to avoid reli-
gious turmoil by discouraging Christian missionar-
ies from trying to convert northemers. As an unin-
tended consequence, almost all of Nigeria's
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western-style schools were built in the south, and
business in both the north and the south was also
dominated by southerners. By contrast, the army
was mainly the preserve of northerners, because the
British thought they made better leaders.

These northern officers first seized power in
1966, ostensibly to prevent tribal and religious differ-
ences from tearing the country apart. Privately they
also feared that, with the British gone, wealthier,
better-educated southerners would quickly come to
dominate the whole country. The northern generals’
insecurity also coloured their economic policies. Ac-
cording to the World Bank, “Northem elites feared
that they would lose in an unrestricted commercial
contest, so they used the state to restrict the opera-
tion of market capitalism.”

Subdivide and rule

The north-south divide is not the only fault line in
Nigeria. The country is home to at least 250 ethnic
groups, many of whom seem to dislike each other
and are keen to let everybody know about it. Nigeri-
an comedians play endlessly on ethnic stereotypes:
Yorubas are noisy, lbos are tight-fisted and Hausas
are dim, to list only the three most common.

Between 1967 and 1970, the south-eastern part of
Nigeria tried to secede. The discovery of oil in the re-
gion may have added to the fervour with which the
Ibos, the largest ethnic group there, fought for an in-
dependent “Biafra”, and the equal fervour with
which the northern Muslim-led army fought to keep
Nigeria intact. But the Biafran war was mainly about
ethnic and religious differences. Roughly a million
people died, mainly of war-induced starvation and
disease. Desperate to prevent a repeat, subsequent
governments have worked hard to appease ethnic
interests, sometimes with bizarre results.

Small ethnic groups, hoping to lay their hands
on more of the oil money, have split the Nigerian
federation into ever smaller chunks: from four re-
gions in 1963 t0 36 states today (see map). This has
caused endless complexity. For instance, state gov-
ernments hoping to privatise state-owned firms of-
ten find that the state which originally set up the
firm has been split into several smaller ones, none of
whose leaders can agree on how to proceed. Politi-
cians’ habit of giving jobs and contracts to their own
ethnic group fosters what Chinua Achebe calls a
“cultof mediocrity”. In Nigeria, he says, “it would be
difficult to point to one important job held by the
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most competent person we have.”

Communalism has prevented the emergence of
political parties based on ideology. When allowed
to vote, Nigerians have tended to support someone
from their own ethnic group, which means that pol-
iticians do not need ideas togetelected. Tribal loyal-
ty also explains why so many Nigerians have
shamelessly plundered the state. According to Egho-
sa Osaghae, a political historian, many Nigerians re-
garded the stateitself as an alien transplant:

It is a popular Nigerian saying, which took root under colo-
nial rule, that ‘government’s business is no man'’s business’.
There was thus nothing seriously wrong with stealing state
funds, especially if they were used to benefit not only the
individual but also members of his community.

President Obasanjo, a Biafra veteran himself,
sincerely wants to ease ethnic tensions. A Yoruba
who drew most of his electoral support from non-
Yorubas, he is one of the few Nigerian politicians
whose loyalties are not determined by his tribal ori-
gins. He is now trying to divide federal funds more
equitably among the states while reducing incen-
tives for further division. His swollen cabinet con-
tains at least one member from each of the 36 states.
But it is impossible to satisfy everyone.

Since federal money is, at least in theory, allocat-
ed to the states on the basis of population, Nigerian
censuses have in the past been marred by fraud and
violence as each group sought to inflate its numbers.
Nobody really knows how many people Nigeria
has. The most recent census, in 1991, put the total at
88.sm. In 1998, the govemments estimate was
108.5m, and the United Nations’ 121.8m. Most tribes
say they have been undercounted and underpaid.

Since the end of military rule, communal vio-
lence has increased, perhaps because the police no
longer suppress it so forcefully. Christians fight
Muslims in the north, ljaws and Itsekiris torch each
other's homes in the Niger delta, Yoruba youths lob
“magic bombs"—eggshells filled with sulphuric
acid— at members of other tribes in Lagos. Since Mr
Obasanjo took office, at least 1,000 people have died
in ethnic clashes. Some observers predict that Nige-
ria will fall apart, like Yugoslavia or Congo; but most
Nigerians trust that the country will somehow mud-
dle through. Bishop David Oyedepo, head of one of
the country’s largest charismatic Christian churches
and a friend of Mr Obasanjo, reckons that “If the
country was going to break up, it would already
have done so. Things were worse under Abacha.
People are more optimistic now.”

A story from Kaduna gives grounds for opti-
mism. In the early 1990s two religious terrorists, Mu-
hammad Ashafa and James Wuye, tried to have
each other killed during a burst of communal
bloodletting, for which Mr Ashafa blamed the
Christian paramilitary group led by Mr Wuye, and
Mr Wuye blamed Mr Ashafa’'s Muslim youth orga-
nisation. Christian assassins murdered Mr Ashafa’s
uncle, thinking it was Mr Ashafa. Muslim assassins
attacked Mr Wuye, hacked his arm off and left him
for dead. Both men believed they had eliminated
the other. When they later discovered they had not,
they took it as a sign from God that they should
make peace, so they set up a joint charity to promote
dialogue between Christians and Muslims. They are
now the best of friends.
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Umpteenth time lucky?

IGERIANS dream of a national revival; of a

new Nigeria where shoddiness is no longer the
norm: where electrical firms boast of something
more ambitious than that their wiring will not bum
your house down. They want to live in a place
where hotels no longer feel obliged to wam each
new guest to beware of kidnappers posing as chauf-
feurs; where mineral wealth is no longer divided
among the few while tens of millions live in squalor;
and where, instead of being trampled by soldiers,
citizens breathe what Mr Obasanjo once called “the
air of absolute freedom”. This dream is not exactly
new. it had previous outings after the changes of
government in 1960, 1966 (twice), 1975, 1979, 1983, 1985
and. in a small way, in 1993. Each time the dreamers
had a rude awakening. Why should this time be any
different?

There are good reasons for predicting that the
latest government, like its predecessors, will fail to
live up to any of these hopes. For Nigeria to become
a stable democracy, it must become less poor.
Growth from upswings in the oil price is not
enough, because what goes up can come down; it
must come from steady investment in higher pro-
ductivity, which can last and sustain itself. But it
takes time and diligence to set up and operate a tex-
tile factory or a rubber plantation, and Nigerians are
not patient. Just as 70 years of communism warped
Russian culture in ways that cannot be straightened
out overnight, so decades of kleptocracy have en-
trenched the get-rich-quick mentality in Nigeria. So
many fortunes were made so fast, and with such
ease, that many Nigenans now consider this nor-
mal. An eye for an instant profit is a useful quality in
atrader, which is perhaps why Nigeria's markets are
so lively. However, it takes different talents to farm,
to make something people want to buy, or to run a
government that enables citizens to thrive, rather
than stealing their money and strangling their busi-
nesses with controls.

A lifetime of being ripped off has, understand-
ably, made Nigerians hungry for compensation.

Watching oligarchs grow fat by grabbing a piece of
the oil money has convinced many of them that
their country’s problems could be solved by sharing
out the oil revenues more equitably. [t would be a
start, of course. But even if Nigeria's oil bounty were
shared out with mathematical precision, Nigerians
would still be poor. Assume an oil price of $25 a bar-
rel, no operating costs, and no money spent on dis-
tribution. Two million barrels a day would yield
$som to be shared out between 100m people, so ev-
eryone would get 50 cents. A lot of Nigerians would
be delighted to receive an extra 50 cents a day, butit
would not bring them water, light, education or
health care; that would still require lots of Nigerians
to leam how to lay pipes, maintain pylons, deliver
textbooks and manage health budgets efficiently.
Nigeria cannot depend on oil forever. To prosper in
the long term, it must leam how to create wealth,
rather than simply extracting it from the soil.

Ethnic jealousies will doubtless continue to rein-
force the Nigerian tendency to bicker over the divi-
sion of the oil spoils rather than devise other ways of
making money. Those who benefited from cor-
ruption in the past will try to frustrate the new gov-
emment’s reform efforts. Ambitious colonels may
be waiting for an opportunity to grab power back
again. Members of the new national assembly seem
more concemed with the size of their fumniture al-
lowance than with the size of the national debt. In
these circumstances, what chance is there of a
prosperous Nigeria?

Maybe, just maybe

Do not dismiss the idea out of hand. Granted, many
aspects of Nigerian culture are inimical to growth.
But cultures change, particularly when incentives
do. Compare China under Mao with China under
Deng Xiaoping. President Obasanjo may not yet
have embraced radical reform, but he is clearly try-
ing to change things for the better. Encouragingly,
formerly critical outsiders agree. When Transpa-
rency Intemnational smiles on a Nigerian president,
that is a reason for optimism. Economists grouch
that the president is not liberalising or privatising
quickly enough, and they are right. But at least he
has promised to do these things. Remember, too,
that most Nigerians found the status quo unaccept-
able; and that the rest of the world would dearly
love to see an African success story involving a
country more populous than Botswana.

Nigeriais potentially rich, Nigerians never tire of
telling visitors. To cynics, that sounds like a euphe-
mism for “not rich at present”, or “poor and run by
crooks”. But Nigerians’ self-confidence can be ex-
hilarating to behold. Many of them seem to believe
that their country is a superpower which just hap-
pens to have lost its way: that with better leadership
Nigeria will quickly become a beacon for Affica.
Maybe, just maybe, this exuberance can translate
into a Nigeria that works. The country has a better
chance now than perhaps at any time since inde-
pendence. it must not waste it again.

—— e — . |
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New Labour’s morning after

AN this be what New Labour meant by all its talk of “moder-

nising” Britain? A memo leaked to the Guardian this week re-
veals that Tony Blair's government, the champion of everything
new and anything wired, is designing an electronic “knowledge
network” for Whitehall. This promises at the click of a mouse to
provide ministers with the “best three arguments” or “best five
facts” in support of any particular government policy.Naturally, it
is all in service of the public interest. The idea is to put across the
government's “‘core message’' so that citizens can get the “full facts
withoutgoing through the distorting prism of media reporting™.

Good idea. The only pity is that the knowledge network is not
up and running right now, when ministers sorely need it. Instant
access to the best five facts might
have strengthened the assertion of
Alan Milbum, the health secretary,
that the National Health Service is
copingverywell thankyouwiththe
present “epidemic” of flu, which in
the distorting prism of media re-
porting appears to have caused cha-
os in hospital wards up and down
the country. The knowledge net-
work might have rescued the repu-
tation of the Millennium Dome, a
wonder of the Blairite world that
has been wantonly transformed
into an object of ridicule by the dis-
torting prism of media reporting.
And JackStraw must have heard zil-
lions of good arguments before de-
ciding to limit the right of Britons to
tnal by jury, so reversing the posi-
tion he held in opposition. Absent
the knowledge network, the distort-
ing prism of Bagehot is unable to re-
member the best three of them.

All govemments succumb to
mid-term paranoia,and most to the
delusion that all would be well but
for the hostility of the media. Over
the past fortnight, Mr Blair has
seemed especially bruised by the re-
fusal of the nation’s pundits to be
suitably amazed by the Millennium Dome. Although the queues
that marred its opening have shrivelled away, the media verdict
remains that the show in Greenwich isadisappointment: at best a
nice day out, not the once-in-a-lifetime experience the govern-
mentintended it to be.

Why should the prime minister care so much? Because it has
already become a cliché to draw a parallel between the fate of the
Dome and the performance of his government. Thereis much that
Mr Blair can be justly proud of. He has avoided the recession fore-
cast by the Conservatives and overseen a peace agreement in
Northem Ireland. But the government, like the Dome, is staggering
under the weightof unrealistic expectations.

Life under New Labour was not supposed to be just a nice day
out. Mr Blair keeps on promising so much more: nothing less than
a “new politics for a new century'. He entered office with a new
philosophy, the Third Way, that wassupposed torevolutionise the
provision of public services. He remains the promoter of a history-
changing “project” to reform Britain’s electoral system, introduce
proportional representation, and unite New Labour with fellow

progressives in the Liberal Democrats. And he claims tohavea ge-
ography-defying plan to lead Britain into the heart of Europe
through the mechanism of the single currency. It became obvious
this week that the philosophy, the project and the policy on Eu-
rope are all in abad way.

Mr Blair reiterates ad nauseam his five bestfacts and three best
arguments in favour of monetary union. But public suspicion
(blame that distorting prism) of the euro seems only to be harden-
ing. The latest mor1 poll has only 27% in favour of joining, 56%
against. So although the prime minister promised this week not to
“bounce” Britain into a referendum on the euro immediately after
his presumed victory in the next election, the real fear among his
europhile ministers is that he will
not risk a referendum on the euro at
anytimein hissecond term.

Mr Blair reiterates ad nauseam
his promise to the Liberal Demo-
crats that he intends to stand by his
pledge to hold a referendum on
electoral reform, albeit notin the life
of the present Parliament. But in re-
peating this undertaking yet again
in the House of Commons this
week, not even Mr Blair could sup-
press a rueful smile. Recent consul-
tations inside his own party are said
to have shown strong support for
the existing system—the three best
arguments for keeping it being that
it gave Labour a majority of 179 in
the last general election. So another
planned monument to Blairism
may have to be puton hold.

Not many voters will care about
Mr Blair’s failure to reform the elec-
toral system. Failure to reform the
health service would hurt him a lot
more. Opinion polls show that vot-
ers care more about this issue than
any other. Even education comes a
distant second. And yet thanks to
the visiting flu virus, against which
too few people were vaccinated,
New Labour now gives exactly the impression that Mr Blair wants
to avoid: not exceptional government, not even government as
usual, but government in the grip of the usual winter flu crisis.
What happened to the new thinking promised by the Third Way,
or the promise that the NHs would be run so much better in the
hands of the party thatinvented it?

Thereare answers, or at leastexcuses. The flu has put the hospi-
talsof many other countriesunderstrain (best fact). The NHs looks
in worse trouble only because itis unusually “efficient”, with few-
er beds to spare when demand rises (best argument). Extra mon-
ey—the much-promised €40 billion ($65.6 billion) over three
years—is at last on the way (core message). But for all the changes
on the margin,New Labour has not yetdevised a strategy capable
of matching the resources available for health care to the rising de-
mand for it. Ithas mainly rejected the few big ideas, such as the “in-
ternal market”, or levying an earmarked health tax, or making
greater useof charging and private insurance, thatothers have pro-
posed. This may have been the week that the public noticed that
Mr Blair's governmentis notas special as it thinksitis.
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