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PRIVATE & CONFIDENTIAL

The Rt. Hon. Margaret Thatcher, MP

Prime Minister,

No.1l0 Downing Street,

LONDON SW1. " ’ 23rd January, 1984.
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Thank you for your letter of 23rd[Pecember.. I understand
much of your Government's difficulty with British Shipbuilders' tragic
failure to make a success of Scott Lithgow. It is intensely hurtful
to reflect upon what might have been achieved under private enterprise
with such massive funds. When others throughout Europe failed,
Scott's and Lithgows with limited finances, succeeded through taut
management, a solid workforce, progressive technology and marketing,
and satisfied customers.

A home grown community on the end of a peninsula, Greenock
and Port Glasgow desperately need reconstruction of core industry
based on strengths, and without the fatal weaknesses that remote
control and inept intervention have created. We must not throw away
the opportunities of a 21st century ocean engineering industry for
which we have the technology, skills and facilities, simply because of
the disaster of Nationalisation. The Britoil problem had clearly to
be left to cook, though we hear Scott Lithgow is now being hawked
around; characteristically Swires and Lithgows, the former owners,
have not been approached, despite our oil relate interests! To put
it mildly, the Department of Industry's adversary attitude to us is
incomprehensible. Lithgows have no misgivings about the quality of
workpeople in the district; we have brought over 200 new technology
jobs to Greenock in the last two years and will double that when we
can get a suitable factory.

I hope there can be a clean break and private enterprise can
make a fresh start and pick up the pieces. Scottish Office must get
cracking in an area without even a worthwhile advance factory.
Industrial reconstruction, with both maritime and other industry,
would be greatly facilitated by the immediate transfer of Scott
Lithgows' land and buildings to the Scottish Development Agency; they
can then lease them back to B.S. or to whoever can make the best use
of them. Scott Lithgow own the only real reserve of flat land for
modern factories. British Shipbuilders' Fergusons still have to build
sophisticated small vessels on open berths,hail,rain or snow. I
rescued Campbeltown Shipyard 13 years ago on the basis of H.I.D.B.
buying it and leasing it on. Since then, this covered yard has never
made a loss nor tasted the poisoned chalice of the Intervention Fund;
a combination of State and Private interest defused political and
union tension.




I had hoped we might be spared the odious comparisons and ill
informed comment of Ministers; the Secretary of State for Scotland
seems to have caught this English disease. It does not help we people
who are trying to rebuild a local economy. It is less than fair to
those who are trying to win back the support of ordinary people to the
Conservative cause in Scotland. Port Glasgow had the first ever
Unionist Provost in Scotland not so long ago. We sent a Conservative
to Europe whilst the good brave Anna McCurley has won back West
Renfrewshire. Scott Lithgow was Scotland's largest home grown
manufacturing enterprise. It derived no practical benefit from public
assistance, unlike incoming multi-nationals. It was no transplant like
Rootes or B.M.C. It was set to take the lead in ocean engineering
until impending Nationalisation with a three year brawl in Parliament
threw that strategy into disarray. Local people know how a horrific
technical blunder by M.0.D.(N) left Scott Lithgow in the midst of an
international row and with production thrown into chaos. The matter
was settled out of court last year; no-one had the courtesy to tell
the former shareholders who have been derided by the D.o.I. for the
losses involved. No-one was called to account; in fact the
Controller of the Navy was made Chairman of British Shipbuilders.
Today Scott Lithgow are being publicly blamed for the delays in the
delivery of "Challenger". Who is prepared to stand up and say that
this is because Bath has blundered again? The D.o.I. posted one of
it's own men as Chief Executive of British Shipbuilders. His conduct
was deplorable and Scott Lithgow was left with the butt end of another
debacle. Mr. Belch, who you met in our house, now chairs a leading
Norwegian drilling company.

British Shipbuilders' sloppy policies,and the crazy way they
set about reconstituting my plans for ocean engineering, only
accelerated the loss of vital men. A demoralised and unhappy team
were castigated in a most objectional manner by the last Chairman of
British Shipbuilders; Scott Lithgow's new Chief Executive who had an
exceptional record in Kincaids, another former Greenock success story,
was publicly humiliated. Men need to be lifted up by an appeal to
their pride not crushed by being told they are no use. Is it little
wonder that after such a wretched record of public stewardship some of
us feel mutinous and "wrong uns" have had a ball. Industry does not
live by cash alone; the real capital of the district has been buried
by the garbage of this adventure in Socialism and Orwellian
double-think.

If we are to make a success of industry and new technology in
this land, then surely we must get our act together. It 1is experience
of the front line, not the cynicism born of some office armchair, that
should direct our efforts. I hope you can direct your Mlnlsters

accordingly.
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10 DOWNING STREET

From the Principal Private Secretary
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