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Right as rain

Don’t blame climate change for the British weather

SIMON COOPER

the climate. When you have more than

100 miles of precious chalk streams
under your care, rain becomes the curren-
cy of your life. Too much in summer. Too
little in winter. Or sometimes the other
way around. Other times a bit of both. For
us river folk, as for farmers, the weather is
never quite right.

Who do I blame when it is not quite
right? Well, mostly us. People. Society.
Urbanisation. Too many people sucking
too much water from too few rivers. Water
companies pumping untreated sewage into
already critically depleted rivers. Politicians
who allow the building of houses on flood-
plains. Agriculture that gets a free pass to
plough, plant and spray pretty much what-
ever it likes in sensitive river catchments. Do
I blame climate change? Not in my darkest
moments, no.

Now, I’'m no climate change denier — we
are daily trashing our planet in a bold bid for
human oblivion — but to use a global prob-
lem as an excuse for locally sourced destruc-
tion is delusional. We have the same water
we have always had: the British rainfall total
for 2021 will be much the same as it was for
1921, which was much the same as for 1821.
At my home, which happens to be a water
mill, the wheel still works as efficiently and
effectively as when it was updated from
wood to cast iron in 1865.

Of course, the counter-argument to this
is that British weather is more unpredictable
today. We have the right rain but increasing-
ly at the wrong times. Or so it is said. But that
is old news. Henry Rider Haggard, of King
Solomon’s Mines fame, became a farmer in
the later years of his Victorian life, bewailing
in his agricultural chronicles wet summers
and dry winters, all in sage agreement with
his Norfolk neighbours that the climate was
irreversibly changing.

I don’t know why it is, but for some rea-
son there seems to be an expectation that
British weather should behave as if directed
by some super-algorithm that will provide
all the weather, at all the times, exactly as
we wish it to be. I have this strange paper-
back book I unearthed when clearing out
the house of my late mother. It is not so
old, 1993, but it charts the freak weather

Ispend a lot of my life worrying about
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of Hampshire and the Isle of Wight dating
back to 1600.

Here are a few highlights: it rained every
day on the Isle of Wight in August 1648,
ruining the harvest; in 1703 a tempest in
the Solent claimed 8,000 lives; the natural-
ist Gilbert White recorded the coldest ever
day in 1776; a tornado struck Portsmouth in
1810;1n 1859 a severe and unexpected Octo-
ber frost caused the mangolds, turnips and
swedes to rot; some 22 inches of snow fell in
a single day in north Hampshire in 1908; in
1929, generally considered a freakish year,
after 136 consecutive days without rain, the
water board implemented a hosepipe ban
for gardens and motor cars. Sound familiar?

Given that The Hampshire and Isle of
Wight Weather Book by Mark Davison, Ian
Currie and Bob Ogley runs to 167 pages,
I could go on and on. But you are proba-

Total rainfall in 2021 will be much
the same as it was in 1921, which
was much the same as in 1821

bly getting the idea. And, remember, this is
just one relatively weather-benign south-
ern county of England. Yet despite that, the
home of the Royal Navy and birthplace of
Charles Dickens has a history of notable
weather events that would make national
— and possibly international — headlines,
if repeated today.

The truth is, it is not the climate, it is
us. Our expectations are absurd. Snow at
Christmas. Bank Holiday scorchers. The
perfect wedding day. Over these we lay our
massive immolation of the countryside. But
guess what? If you build homes in a flood-
plain, they will at some point flood. If you
suck dry the springs that feed a river, it will
dry up in summer. If you pollute a river, it
— and all that live in it — will die. There is
barely any part of Britain that is escaping
the predations of what we currently consider
the acceptable face of local use and progress.

Yes, we need to save the planet — but
first we need to save that tiny bit within
which we all live.

Simon Cooper is a professional fly fisher
and river conservationist.
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ANCIENT AND MODERN

Soaking the rich

Oxfam is arguing that if all billionaires
forked out 99 per cent of their profits
made during the Covid pandemic, the
whole world could be vaccinated and
every unemployed worker given a
handy payout. Dream on. The ancient
Athenians had rather more intelligent
ways of soaking the rich.

They raised annual taxes only for
specific, stated ends (‘hypothecation’).
These were funded by the 300
richest property-owners. A typical
wealth-level was four talents
(2,400 drachmas; an average wage
was about 350 a year) and around 100
events a year needed to be covered.
The tax was called a leitourgia (literally
‘work for the public’) from which we
get our ‘liturgy’.

The annual liturgies covered the
cost of public entertainment — the
tragic and comic festivals, gymnasiums,
various games and assorted public
dinners, delegations and a religious
procession. When Athens was at war
(three quarters of the time during the
democracy), the liturgists had another,
very expensive burden to shoulder:
the equipping, maintaining and paying
for a trireme and its crew. The richest
6,000 were roped in to fund the rest of
the war effort.

For many Athenians, a liturgy
was regarded as a great honour: if
done well (a fine stage production,

a superbly equipped trireme), it
served the interests of the liturgist —
everything from patriotic display to
political self-advancement — as well
as those of the city. There are indeed
records of Athenians who, though
failing to qualify, actually volunteered
to carry out a liturgy for the prestige
it might bring.

But others tried to avoid it. If A
was appointed to carry out the duty
but thought B was richer, A could
challenge B to a property exchange.

If B agreed, property was exchanged
and A carried out the duty; if B refused
— surely because he knew he really
was richer — B carried out the duty.

That is the way to soak the rich:
put their money into defined public
programmes that allow the state to
flourish, and ensure they receive due
public acclaim for their generosity. If
charities could do it... Oxfam?

— Peter Jones




