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Opinion

BST has divided us
for decades. Time
we had it all year
Paul Simons

I
t’s time to lose an hour’s sleep
again. The clocks go forward
when British Summer Time
begins at 1am tomorrow. This
year marks the centenary of BST

and all the years of controversy that
have followed in its wake. And
perhaps best of all we can blame the
Germans for losing sleep.
Many attempts were made by

parliament in the early 1900s to

introduce legislation for summer
time, and Winston Churchill was an
enthusiastic supporter. But all the
efforts failed, with farmers
vehemently opposed to darker
mornings and the public thinking it
was some sort of April Fool’s joke.
The First World War changed

everything, though, when Germany
brought its clocks forward in April
1916 to save fuel and artificial
lighting, and boost industrial output.
Needless to say that was a red flag to
the British who counterattacked on
May 21, 1916 with British Summer
Time, although it was unkindly
dubbed “Berlin time” by clock
change sceptics.
The introduction of BST was a

major undertaking. The government
printed thousands of posters
explaining how the change worked
— and altering the clocks was no
mean feat given that many of the
dials in those days couldn’t be turned
backwards without breaking them.
When the big night came, many

people stayed up to 2am to change
their clocks and children wanted to
stay up to watch it happen. Strangely,
Ireland put the clocks forward 25
minutes later.
So many changers were needed for

public clocks that people had to be
brought out of retirement. Some
organisations refused to put their
clocks forward at all: Kew Gardens
ignored the change even though the
Royal Parks did it; the movements of
tides remained firmly stuck to GMT,
which made navigation a headache;
and the president of the Royal
Meteorological Society refused to
join BST in case it confused the
timings of weather observations.
Most vociferous of all the critics were
farmers: The Times reported a
protest meeting at which a resolution
was passed “to take as little notice as
we can of the sham time that will be
shown by public clocks”. As for
Churchill, he wrote of the paradox
that extra daylight came from the
darkness of war.

government borrowing and higher
rates of income tax up to 50 per cent,
as well as limiting pub opening times
and making possession of opium and
cocaine illegal. What we need to get
to grips with now is ditching GMT
and sticking to summer time all
year round. A study by Cambridge
University in 2007 reckoned that if
we stuck to BST it would save
£485 million in energy bills and
cut 170,000 tonnes in carbon
emissions. Another piece of research
has suggested that all-year BST
would give a boost to children’s
physical activity outdoors in lighter
evenings. It could save more than
100 lives a year by reducing traffic
accidents.
True, it would mean longer dark

mornings in Scotland in winter, but
no matter which way you turn the
clocks we’re stuck with a lopsided
calendar of daylight — lots of it in the
summer and a dire shortage in winter.
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An investigation into the effects of
the change showed a year later that
the use of summertime had slightly
reduced the number of traffic
accidents and improved public order
and health — but it was indeed a
problem for farmers. Pretty much
the same argument has raged ever
since, although clocks are easier to

change these days. The loss of an
hour’s sleep entailed by BST is not
only an inconvenience; it can
seriously upset the body’s 24-hour
clock, leading to insomnia and, more
seriously, an increased risk of heart
attack and stroke in the days after
the clocks move forward.
Let’s face it, though, changing the

clocks is a legacy of the First World
War, which also brought more

Losing an hour is not
an inconvenience, it
has serious health risks

The referendum debate polarised opinion but contrary to what we’re told, many came away more British than not

Despite the noise, Scots don’t want to go
being) all manner of British
connection — the Queen, access to
the BBC, the “social union”, free
movement of labour, and even the
pound sterling.
British-Scottish nationalists don’t

get excited at the prospect of the
Saltire fluttering proudly over
Scottish embassies in Paris and
Washington. What they want is more
prosaic: greater autonomy over
domestic policy to allow Scotland to
plough a more social-democratic
furrow, as they think it wants. Not
being ideologically allergic to
Britishness, however, they are more
appreciative of the UK’s benefits. It
follows that they are more inclined
to settle for a form of Scottish
autonomy that keeps the advantages
of a UK-wide pooling of risks and
resources.
So what’s the moral of the story for

those of us who want to preserve the

Union? Contrary to recent electoral
appearances, more than two thirds of
Scots are on our side, more or less.
Their ears are not dogmatically
closed to arguments that Scotland
gains from membership of the UK.
The extra powers to tax and borrow
already coming down the pipeline to
Holyrood from the 2012 Scotland
Act, together with those agreed late
last month in a new Scotland Bill,
could well give them all the
autonomy they want — so long as
it’s made clear to them that any
more can only be bought at the price
of the security the Union provides.
Even when the SNP commands

almost every Scottish MP at
Westminster, banging on about the
benefits of Britain is not a waste of
breath. The distraction of separatist
noise deceives: seven out of ten Scots
want “independence” within the UK.
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British identity in
Scotland has risen over
the past 15 years

long bear market in Britishness”. But
whatever the chattering classes have
been telling themselves, the
empirical data doesn’t back it. On the
contrary, British identity in Scotland
has been consistently bullish, rising
steadily over the past 15 years.
Of course this may not mean very

much. After all, Britishness didn’t
stop many Scots from supporting
independence in 2014 and voting for
the SNP last year. Maybe their
attachment is only casually, thinly
sentimental. But that’s unlikely. The
referendum debate in 2014 generated
extraordinary levels of political
engagement in Scotland, and that
can only have served to concentrate
minds. Evidently, it so concentrated
some minds that they abandoned
their attachment to Britain
altogether. Yet more than twice as
many moved in the opposite, British
direction. Most probably such
movement was considered, not
casual.
But how can Scots who are serious

about their British identity still vote
for independence and the SNP? The
answer lies in the ambiguities of
“independence”. Clearly, some
Scottish nationalists completely
repudiate Britain and all her
neo-liberal, aristocratic, imperialist,
war-mongering works. They aspire
to nothing less than a fully sovereign
Scottish state that stands to the UK
as Ireland and Denmark now do.
Nevertheless, the latest data show
that the number of these left-wing
separatists grew by only 3 per cent
over the referendum period, and
even now account for little more
than a quarter of Scots.
The implication is that nearly half

of those who voted Yes eighteen
months ago, and who supported the
SNP at the general election, hanker
after a form of independence that
falls short of full statehood. The need
to keep them on board explains why
Alex Salmond and Nicola Sturgeon
were so very quick to squash
descriptions of the Yes campaign as
separatist. Indeed, that campaign’s
whole thrust was designed to
reassure voters that “independence”
would maintain (at least for the time

in the 16th and 17th centuries, and
then in the shared enterprise of the
British Empire, it follows (so the
theory goes) that post-Christian and
post-imperial Britons no longer have
anything to bind them together. In a
recent Sunday Times review of
Independence or Union, Tom Devine’s
book about the rise of Scottish
separatism, Andrew Marr gave voice
to this view when he referred to “the

S
cotland experienced a
prolonged and highly
polarising referendum
campaign in 2014, during
which the proportion of those

who want to leave the United
Kingdom rose from about 33 per
cent to 45 per cent. Had they won,
Thursday would have marked
Independence Day for the new
Scottish nation. In the general
election last May the SNP swept the
board, grabbing 56 seats out of 59. It
follows that fewer Scots today
identify themselves as “British” than
did eighteen months ago, right?
Wrong. Last month the University

of Edinburgh’s report Understanding
the 2015 General Election in Scotland
revealed that “there was no marked
increase in Scottish national identity
. . . between the pre and post-
referendum period”.
It’s true that the proportion of

those identifying themselves
definitely as “Scottish, not British”
rose — but only from 23 per cent in
January 2014 to 26 per cent last July.
Those declaring themselves “equally
Scottish and British” rose from 32 to
36 per cent; “more British than
Scottish” from 5 to 6 per cent; and
“British, not Scottish” from 6 to
8 per cent.
What seems to have happened is

that a significant proportion of Scots
who used to label themselves “more
Scottish than British” have jumped
ship: they declined from 26 per cent
in 2014 to 19 per cent last year.
What’s counterintuitive is that
more of them have jumped to the
unionist side than to the separatist
one. While an extra 3 per cent of
Scots now repudiate British identity
altogether, those considering
themselves equally, more, or
entirely British have more than

doubled that increase, rising by
seven points.
The old dog of Britishness has

more life left in her than we’ve been
led to think. Stemming from Linda
Colley’s 1992 book Britons: Forging
the Nation 1707-1827, the notion has
taken hold that British identity is
bankrupt. Since that identity was
built in the common Protestant
struggle against Catholic dominance

Independence campaigners had plenty of zeal but lost the 2014 referendum
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