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At the start of 2014, Scotland entered into a pivotal 
year. Whatever happens in the referendum there 
will be important questions that need to be an-
swered and debates that need to be held in order to 
best understand where the future of Scotland may 

lie. 

To this end the David Hume Institute (DHI) and the 
RSE Young Academy of Scotland (YAS) worked in 
conjunction with a number of professional bodies to 
create a series of seminars to help better inform the 
public on these debates. Chaired by DHI director 
Jeremy Peat, each seminar brought a senior politi-
cian from one of the five parties represented at the 
Scottish Parliament to speak for 45 to 50 minutes 
about the ‘implications of constitutional change’. 
Each speaker chose his or her particular slant for 
their talk and took questions for a further 30 

minutes. 

Over a period of more than 25 years the David 
Hume Institute has established a reputation for 
excellence. Excellence in terms of research and 
publications, the calibre of speakers they attract 
and the accessibility, relevance and integrity of their 
seminars and publications. DHI is forward-thinking 
organisation dedicated to stimulating and influenc-
ing thinking in key public policy areas. We are inter-
ested in Scottish policy issues, but also in the much 
broader contexts - British, European and global - 
within which Scots live and do business. With 28 
years of experience in public policy we continue to 
forge partnerships with key parties from business 

and policy-making communities. 

The role of the Young Academy of Scotland 

Formed by the Royal Society of Edinburgh  in 2011 
the Young Academy of Scotland (YAS) is currently 
made up of 117 members and draws on a broad 
range of leading talents from all areas of academia, 
business, third sector organisations and public life. 
Within its primary mission YAS aims to ‘address the 

most challenging issues facing society in Scotland 
and beyond.’ With a further emphasis on 
Knowledge,  Employment,  Young Peo-
ple and Health & Wellbeing, YAS looks to engage 
its diverse membership in these issues and address 
topical matters, such as Scottish constitutional re-

form.  

The YAS's working group on Scottish Constitutional 
Reform was brought together with the primary aim 
of helping its stakeholders, the YAS membership 
and their peers to access the key facts to enable 
them to make an informed choice on voting day. 
This group has worked hard to canvas the YAS 
membership and identify specific areas that are of 
interest to young professionals and academics to  
bring together many of the questions that they feel 
are vital in informing their decisions on Scotland's 

future.   

In addition to this, YAS has also been working to 
involve and engage younger people in Scotland 
with these debates. In recognition of the fact that 16
-17 year olds will be voting in this referendum, YAS 
has been engaging with various youth-led organisa-
tions, such as the Scottish Youth Parliament (SYP), 

to determine issues of importance to young people.  

This process culminated in an open letter (p4-5) to 
all speakers in these events to try and encourage 

them to answer these important questions. 

The reports in this booklet are from YAS’s neutral 
perspective. They sum up what was said by the 
speaker, the way in which they responded to the 
open letter and look to critically engage with these 

ideas and the way .                 

Finally, on 6th March a roundtable event was held 
with representatives of all those who attended the 
events to wrap up the series. The summary was 
drawn up as a result of this event and reflects the 

impartial assessment of the organisations present.  

Introduction  

http://www.youngacademyofscotland.org.uk/our-work/scottish-constitutional-reform.html
http://www.youngacademyofscotland.org.uk/our-work/scottish-constitutional-reform.html
http://www.syp.org.uk/
http://www.youngacademyofscotland.org.uk/images/YAS_SCRWG_Letter_to_Political_Party_Leaders_201213.pdf


Open Letter 
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Summary  
Sometimes the best insights come from a reflective discussion away from the glare of cameras and 
adversarial politics. With this in mind, the Young Academy of Scotland collaborated with the David Hume 
Institute to arrange a series of five events over consecutive weeks for leading politicians from the five 
parties represented at Holyrood to give their views on the implications of constitutional change. From the 
series we can give a rapid review and analysis of the arguments advanced in a strictly confined three-

bullets per party. 

Nicola Sturgeon led off the series with the theme that it is better for us all if decisions about Scotland are 

taken in Scotland: 

 Independence is the only way to give any future Scottish Government enough powers to have 
enough policy levers to give more opportunities for Scots - opportunities principally for faster 

growth and a fairer society; 

 Independence is the only way for Scotland to definitively remain within Europe; 

 Independence is the only hope for Scots to avoid the London-centricity in policy making and 
governance of the UK, including reliance on the Barnett formula for funding which cannot be 

assured in the future. 

Johan Lamont gave her remarks around a core belief in the optimism of politics: 

 The us-and-them we should be concerned about is between the haves and have nots, not 

between English and Scottish; 

 There are progressives throughout the UK and they should work together in the bigger economy 

of the UK which gives a bigger opportunity for redistribution that brings; 

 The referendum is not the point, what is needed is strong political ideas and engagement with 

communities to create change - which is possible with the levers we have in Scotland now. 

Patrick Harvie saw Independence as an opportunity to create a sustainable economy which works for 

everyone: 

 There is an opportunity for Scotland independently to pursue a different economic model long 

advanced by the Green Party which has not been achieved within the UK;  

 Independence would not be utopia, but it wouldn't be a disaster - the most balanced argument put 
forward - and would bring opportunity for nationalisation of renewable energy industries, along 

with risks of developing new governance; 

 He urged rejection of the tyranny of the big, not wanting Scotland to punch above its weight but 

only to give decent lives to its people.   
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Willie Rennie used as his recurring refrain In Britain, In Europe, In Work: 

 The backstop and insurance of the Union is essential for prosperity in Scotland; 

 There should be an opportunity for federalism through the 'home rule' proposals for which the Lib

-Dems are known for all regions in the UK which want to embrace it; 

 We cannot afford a tax race to the bottom and must assume that neighbouring regions would 
seek to compete with any reduced tax rate in an independent Scotland, negating much of the 

suggested benefit. 

Ruth Davidson finished the series on a theme of A Union Revived: 

 Scots can be proud Scots and unionists, at home in a union of our choosing and gaining the best 

of both worlds; 

 The nationalist argument of continuing to share currency, time-zone, language and regulatory 
regime actually makes the case for the Union and it is not credible to argue for ongoing 

economic and social integration alongside political disintegration. 

 The Coalition is committed to driving decision making closer to the people, both through 
devolution and city deals. This is not a Union that jealously clings power to its chest, but a 
backup of sixty million people who support each other if, for example in the worst of times, a 

bank goes bust. 

So what did we learn?  

 That views on both the overall vision and practical details are far from uniform as advanced by 
those who share a common overall 'side' of the argument. This is perhaps the single point which 
makes the debate hard to follow for most; 

 That the vision is clearer on the side of main proponents for independence, but the practicalities 
of implementation are less clear (becoming les clear as the currency debate goes on). On the 
pro-union side, the vision is less clear about what the future should look and feel like for Scotland 
most likely with further devolution, but the practicalities are clearer (if only because maintenance 
of the understood status quo is at least a possibility); 

 That on the pro-independence side, key questions over the structure of public finances and 
affordability of proposed tax cuts were not addressed in substance, and on the pro-union side, 
there was a distinct lack of agreement on the nature of further devolution through federalism or 

otherwise.     

Arguably then, we didn't learn a huge amount definitively, but the nature of key points advanced by the 
participants and the way they addressed challenging questions from the audience were telling. We 
dearly hope to hear more on credible practical details of implementation from the side of independence, 
and a clear, consistent an positive vision for Scotland's future from the side of the union prior to the vote 
on the 18th of September - only 6 months away. Our greatest fear, from a position of neutrality, is for all 
of Scotland on the 19th of September if we don't have higher quality information from both sides in 

advance, whichever way the vote goes.  
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The Deputy First Minister, Nicola Sturgeon MSP, 
gave a positive and clear exposition of her 
unwavering support for Scottish Independence in 
her “Choice Between Two Futures” speech – but 
it could have been that very unwavering positivity 
which knocked the edge off the argument for 
some of the sceptical enquiring minds in the 

audience. 

The speech, to an overflowing house at the RSE, 
marked the first in the 5-week series of seminars 
in which Ms Sturgeon along with the leaders of 
the other four parties represented at Holyrood will 
give their considered thoughts on the implications 
of constitutional change for Scotland. A central 
feature of the series is that the speech is then 
followed by a full thirty minutes of questioning 
from the audience drawn from members of the 
David Hume Institute and the Young Academy of 
Scotland alongside the professional body 

sponsors of the series and members of the public. 

Early in the speech, Ms Sturgeon referred to the 
importance of two aspects of the YAS mission – 
its interdisciplinary nature, being analogous to the 
need for a coherent and joined up approach 
which independence would bring to Scotland’s 
problems and opportunities; and the importance 
of the decision for all of our futures. It was 
refreshing to hear an explicit differentiation 
between party politics and the momentous choice 
between two futures for Scotland on which we will 
have the opportunity to vote this year. Readers of 
the Government’s White Paper, to which Ms 
Sturgeon returned frequently and clearly knew 
intimately, and of her speech which is posted on 
the YAS website, will see the difference between 
opportunities which are described for an 

independent Scotland, and how an SNP 
Government (should one be elected) would make 
use of those opportunities.  This future was 
contrasted against one in which decisions about 
Scotland’s future would continue to be taken in 

Westminster.    

The fundamental argument was that an 
independent Scotland can be more democratic, 

more prosperous and a fairer society. 

An important consideration for the whole series is 
Ms Sturgeon’s clear view – unchallenged in 
questioning – that both sides of the debate 
acknowledge that Scotland “has got what it takes 
to be independent”.  She put it that Scotland’s 
economy without North Sea oil and gas is virtually 
identical to the UK as a whole, with oil and gas 
being a huge bonus. The argument, she says, of 
whether Scotland “could” be independent was 
settled in 2013, and 2014 is for the argument 

about whether it “should” be independent.   

Nicola Sturgeon - Deputy First Minister 
15th January 2014  

'A Choice between two futures - why it is better for all of us if decisions about Scotland are 

taken in Scotland'   

Photo courtesy of  ‘The Scotsman ‘ 

http://www.youngacademyofscotland.org.uk/about/about.html
http://www.youngacademyofscotland.org.uk/about/nicola-sturgeon.html
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On economic matters, the argument – if not any 
supporting numbers within the speech – was that 
increased powers would bring the opportunity to 
pull policy levers, such as to reduce air passenger 
duty and set a “competitive” corporation tax rate, 
which would deliver increased economic growth. 
Furthermore, the power to retain welfare savings 
from increased female participation in the labour 
market  would offset additional costs incurred in 
policies, welcomed by many YAS members, to 

transform childcare in Scotland.  

There was discussion and questioning around 
budget savings, principally in defence, bridging the 
time-lag between the costs of implementing such 
policies and the income form the economic 
benefits which may flow from them. This broad 
argument clearly generated a sense of unease 
amongst audience members keen to understand 
the practical short as well as longer term costs, 
incomes and risks around such a broadly 

welcomed but bold policy direction. 

The speech included a topical argument, following 
HM Treasury’s announcement on existing debt 
earlier in the week, that if the UK government can 
accept the “common sense” position on debt 
raised  by the UK in sterling being repaid by the 
UK in sterling, then why should it not accept the 
common sense position of a sterling currency area 
which, it was argued, would be in the interest of 
both closely cooperating trading partners.  There 
was also the first announcement of research to 
show that as an independent Country, Scotland 
would benefit from an additional £850m of EU 
Common Agricultural Policy funding, which would 

support 2,500 jobs. 

On Europe, Ms Sturgeon brushed aside any risk of 
Scotland not being accepted as a member, with 
quotes from a pro-union academic Professor Jim 
Gallagher, which appeared to support the 
l ikelihood of Scotland’s on -going EU 
membership.   This she contrasted with the 
potential for an in-out referendum on Europe for 

Scotland if it remains part of the UK. 

In relation to the No campaign, Ms Sturgeon 
reiterated a number of reasonable questions for 
that side of the debate to address, and highlighted 
the risks to Scotland of retaining its place in the 
Union, with London-centric policies and economic 
domination as well as an uncertain financial future 
as the future application of the current Barnett 

Formula cannot be assured. 

On YAS’s specific questions, Ms Sturgeon 
reiterated the position set out in the White Paper 
that an independent Scotland would continue to be 
part of a Common Research Area with the rest of 
the UK, and that in an era of increased 
international collaboration this was clearly in the 
interests of both countries. No further details of its 
practical operation were given.  On the question of 
the biggest risks and opportunities of 
independence Ms Sturgeon was, perhaps 
unsurprisingly, less forthcoming.  Of opportunity 
there is plenty, but of risk there is only the one of 
not taking hold of the opportunity independence 
would offer; and when pushed in questioning, a 
further risk of having no-one else to blame for 

Scotland’s performance as an independent nation.  

Members of the Young Academy of Scotland, with 
enquiring and balanced minds, perhaps expect too 
much of politicians to be able to speak in public of 
any chink in the vision for the future they present. 
Piecing that together, from the arguments 
presented by all sides throughout this series, is 
hopefully a role that the YAS membership itself 

can contribute to. 

And finally, to end on a high for youth; Ms 
Sturgeon answered a question put by the Scottish 
Youth Parliament, whom YAS had consulted with 
in the process of penning the open letter, that her 
party would support enfranchisement of 16 and 17 
year-olds in all national and local elections in an 
independent Scotland. A simple and positive 
answer to a clearly stated and important question 

– if only the whole debate were so simple. 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2013/11/9348
http://www.syp.org.uk/
http://www.syp.org.uk/
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Some Members of the RSE Young Academy of Scotland 

with Johann  Lamont  MSP 

Johann Lamont MSP, leader of the Scottish 
Labour Party, perhaps in response to 
accusations of too much negativity in the Better 
Together campaign, explained her optimism for 
a Scottish future where a progressive movement 
across the UK could tackle the important issues 
of inequality in education, health and 

employment. 

At the beginning of the speech, Lamont 
discussed her Hebridean background, in a 
Gaelic speaking family, and the surprise often 
shown by people who would assume that a 
connection to the islands would make one a 
nationalist. She countered that her 
understanding of inequality and injustice in 
Scotland made her a socialist, not a 
nationalist.  Clearly stating that she spent her life 
standing against nationalism Lamont 
commented; “Geography and identity didn’t 
determine those who had power and those who 
didn’t.” Throughout the speech, Lamont touched 
back on the idea that inequality in Scotland 
cannot be addressed by “simply erecting a 
border”, at one point stating she did not believe 
the notion that Scots would “unite behind a bold 
and progressive vision once we have thrown off 

the shackles placed on us by our neighbours”. 

A central argument in her speech was that real 
change in Scotland can be made now and does 
not have to wait for a referendum. She focused 
on three main areas—education, health and the 
economy—in which redistribution of wealth and 
opportunity could be accomplished without 
independence, implying it could be better 

achieved within the union, and could make a 
significant difference in the lives of Scottish 

people.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The speech ended with a call to work for change 
from within, in partnership with progressives 
across England, Wales and Northern Ireland. 
“The answer is to change the government, not 

the constitution.” 

The Young Academy of Scotland posed four 
specific questions to each of the five speakers in 
this series via an open letter. First, what are the 
biggest r isks and opportunit ies of 
independence? Second, how would an 
independent Scotland ensure sufficient research 
funding to maintain their reputation for quality 
research and innovation? Third, what specific 
plans would your party implement to ensure 
Scotland’s economy? Fourth, what is your 

detailed vision for post-referendum Scotland? 

Johann Lamont - Leader Scottish 

Labour  
22nd January 2014 

‘The Optimism of Politics’  

http://www.heraldscotland.com/comment/herald-view/yes-camp-needs-vision-to-dispel-scare-stories.20923126
http://www.youngacademyofscotland.org.uk/images/DHI/YAS_SCRWG_Letter_to_Political_Party_Leaders_201213.pdf
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While Lamont did not directly address these 
questions in her speech, elements were briefly 
touched on in the question period. Regarding a 
question about the possibility of the UK opting out 
of the EU, Ms Lamont speculated on why British 
people might feel disconnected from the EU and 
stated that we need to be positive about 
communicating to the public why the EU is 

important.   

Regarding a question about what incentive 
Westminster will have to negotiate for further 
devolution following a ‘no’ vote and what the 
Scottish Labour party would have to offer in terms 
of increased devolution, Lamont deferred 
specifics until the upcoming report from the 
Devolution Commission is published and 
suggested that the whole of the UK benefits by 
settling questions about devolution, rather than 

evading them. 

The final question cited the results of a recent poll 
by the Law Society of Scotland, which found that 
most voters felt disengaged and uninformed 
about the debate, and asked why this was and 
what can be done. Lamont’s response was one 
that resonated with many in the audience- she 
encouraged non-governmental bodies  to engage 
pro actively with the debate, providing 
independent evidence and, more importantly, 
opinions in their areas of expertise. “Saying 
nothing is not being neutral.” As the lecture 
closed, those present from the aforementioned 
bodies looked forward to engaging in the 
forthcoming opportunities to discuss opinions with 
the remaining leaders who are participating in this 
joint YAS/DHI lecture series whilst also having the 
opportunity afterwards to reflect on the quality of 
evidence, analysis and policy drawn from all 

invited speakers.  

http://www.scottishlabour.org.uk/campaigns/entry/devolution-commission
http://www.lawscot.org.uk/news/press-releases/2014/january/news_independencepoll-8114
http://www.lawscot.org.uk/news/press-releases/2014/january/news_independencepoll-8114
http://www.youngacademyofscotland.org.uk/about/pols-and-profs.html
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The third ‘Politicians and the Professionals’ 
seminar saw Scottish Green Party leader, Patrick 
Harvie, speak of the opportunity independence 
could provide “to pursue a different economic 
model" which "prioritises equality and 
sustainability and supports small business and 

social enterprise". 

Acknowledging his party and supporters do not all 
share his pro-Independence stance, he insisted 
that the Scottish Greens offer a more balanced 
contribution to the debate: Independence would 
not be “Utopia”, he said, nor would it be “disaster”; 
“the truth is somewhere in between”. He urged all 
parties to engage honestly with the key issues 
and risks “to meet undecided voters on their own 

turf”. 

He has been the most direct to date in addressing 
YAS’ plea to speakers to explore both the risks 
and opportunities of independence, although 
focussed on the economic and social angle rather 
than directly addressing the challenges in the 

Higher Education sector. 

Independence, he said, offers the opportunity “not 
just to shift where power lies but to redesign our 
economy and build a better society,” through 
developing an economic model that rejects the 
“Tyranny of Big” – referring to the monopoly of a 
“handful of dominant players” in the banking, food 
and energy supply sectors. He accused the 
Scottish ‘No’ campaign of perpetuating “the myth 
that bigger is always better”, and Westminster 
and Whitehall of returning to “business as usual” 
through pursuing the same unsustainable 
economic models that resulted in the recession in 
the first place: “it was broken before the 

recession.” 

“We’re now told we’re getting economic recovery 
[but] we’re not…we’re talking about protracted 
periods of growth [in GDP] that widen inequality 
and benefit those who need it least.” In another 
clear attempt to distance himself from others in 
the Yes camp, Harvie added "I don't want an 
independent Scotland to punch above its weight, I 

want our people to have a decent life."  

Patrick Harvie - Co-Convener Scottish 

Green Party  
30th January 2014 

‘The Independence Referendum; and the Challenges and Opportunities for Creating  

a Sustainable Economy that Works for Everyone ’  
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He set out a vision for publicly owned energy 
companies that invest in renewables to replace oil 
and gas revenue. A devolved government, he 
said, could invest in renewable energy, but only 
independence could facilitate the borrowing 
options required to implement fully. For Mr Harvie, 
the SNP’s White paper, offers a limited view of 
independence: “we need to look at independence 
in terms of macroeconomic choices”. In his view, 
anything short of a sovereign currency would not 
provide the flexibility to pursue serious economic 

policy change. 

Brandishing an apple (‘the planet’) and a knife, he 
cut away the flesh until virtually nothing remained, 
illustrating that the top soil left on the planet 
cannot sustain current industrial scale agricultural 
practices. "We need to create planetary 
boundaries beyond which we will not overload the 
environment … the notion that we could have an 
economy that is not fundamentally dependent on 

ecological systems is nonsense.” 

Through Independence, he said, we could nurture 
a return to diversely controlled, locally-based food 

chains. 

The risks? 

Mr Harvie identified capacity within our 
governance structures – the Scottish Parliament, 
central and local government, the civil service – 
as the main risk of a ‘Yes’ vote if proposed 
timescales are adopted: “there’s a risk if we don't 
develop capacity quickly enough then we’ll buy in 
from consultancies who have run the system 
south of the border… that we don’t end up 
repeating the same mistakes is one of the biggest 
challenges”. He expressed concern, for example, 
that we would let KPMG write our tax code rather 
than anti-poverty campaigners: “we need to be 
putting capacity in place now – it’s not something 

I see happening yet.” 

Asked how he would grow capacity and break the 
“strong-hold of institutions”, he responded that 
debating a written constitution should begin 
immediately (not in 2016 as the SNP propose) 
and that power and decision-making should be de
-centralised to local government and 

communities. 

He challenged recent claims that the “Networked 
Generation” believe independence would isolate 
Scotland from the modern age, describing it as 
“laughable” that a younger generation would fear 
the opportunity to “decide for ourselves the 
society we wish to live in and what wealth means 
in our lives”. Barriers to change, he said, “lie in 
Westminster with a Political culture beholden to 
the City of London and its institutions”. Asked 
about the role of young people in an independent 
Scotland, he responded that strong engagement 
of 16-17 year olds in September’s vote would 
strengthen enfranchisement of this generation, 
something he hoped could be capitalised on for 

retaining engagement in the future. 

Following the talk by Mr Harvey, there was a 30 
minute question and answer session which 
touched on topics including “the economic and 
fiscal performance of Scotland post referendum”, 
“how to address some of the challenges of land/
property ownership” and “if there is a yes vote in 
2016, what will youth engagement be like”. Mr 
Harvey provided a robust defence on these topics 
and further built on some of the topics developed 
during his earlier talk, stating “I hope there is a 
strong turnout of 16/17 year olds and [youth 

engagement] will be significant”. 

He concluded that, “yes”, facing up to the (inter-
connected) economic, societal and environmental 
challenges he had outlined “is scary; and, it 
should be. But we can either pull the duvet over 
our eyes, or face up to these challenges…” We 
can read from this that a ‘No’ vote, for Mr Harvie, 

would be a retreat under the covers. 
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The fourth lecture in our series started off by Mr 
Rennie stating that we probably all agreed on the 
third part of his title. And that he would argue that 
the first two, although of course more controversial, 
were crucial to safeguard it. At several points during 
his speech, Mr Rennie highlighted parallels between 
the "In Britain" and "In Europe" dialogues currently 
taking place, describing his own party as the "Party 
of In". Not without pointing out though, that both the 
EU and the UK require reform “to be the best that 

they can be for Scotland”. 

Mr Rennie reminded us of the current economic 
background, much more positive than many would 
have predicted and, given circumstances, "not 
something we were automatically entitled to 
expect".  Future success, Mr Rennie argued, was 
underpinned by "a single market, making trading 
easy" and allowing Scottish businesses to expand 

across the continent.  

However, Scotland's main trade, worth £85 billion, is 
with the rest of the UK and one should not 
underestimate the "border effect", shown to damage 
cross-border trade, even without physical borders 
and no matter how "allied and benevolent" the 
neighbours (as recently published in the Scotland 
Analysis paper by the UK Government). In a first 
parallel, Mr Rennie made the case "to avoid 
imposing borders that hit trade inside the present 
UK as any nationalist might for trade with the EU". 
No need for more red tape, not even red tape 

“written in the same language.       

In a second parallel, criticism to the "union" was 
highlighted, where leaving and hence having 
noinfluence is presented as the answer to 

complaints of "losing influence" by both EU critics 

and (Scottish) nationalists. Mr Rennie's view is that 
it will be easier to make the changes to "help the 
future for Scottish jobs and prosperity" from within, 
with the "back-stop and insurance" provided by 
those unions. He reminded the audience of the RBS 
bailout by the UK and the insurance Greece got 
from the EU. He also illustrated that potential loss of 
influence with the example of an independent 
Scotland entering into a fiscal pact with the 
remainder of the UK in order to retain the pound. In 
this case, Scotland’s fiscal policy could be 
constrained by a UK chancellor in whose 

appointment Scotland had no say. 

But as already mentioned before, reforms are 
needed in Mr Rennie’s opinion and he referred the 
audience to the work of the Lib Dem Home Rule 
and Community Rule Commission led by Sir 
Menzies Campbell.  The basic underlying principle 
is that power needs to be shared for countries to be 
successful. According to the OECD, decentralising 
fiscal powers has considerable advantages to 
economies, such as accountable and powerful 
(local/regional) government, with the ability to raise 
most of the money it spends, but with the back-stop 
and insurance from being part of the UK. However, 
the commission argued that welfare should remain 
at a UK-wide level to protect mobility of labour and 
that the single market needs to be preserved to 

protect the jobs that depend on it. 

Although in favour of decentralising fiscal powers, 
Mr Rennie went on to explain why the commission 
had recommended that setting corporation tax rates 

should remain a central (UK) matter.     

Willie Rennie - Leader Scottish Liberal  

Democrat Party  
4th February 2014 

‘In Britain, In Europe, In Work’  
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First though, he pointed out that the nationalists 
have a lot banking on “powers over corporation 
tax”, which really means “cutting corporation 
tax”.  A first flaw in the corporation tax policy, 
according to Mr Rennie, was that it was not cost-
free; there is no guarantee on what term, if ever, 
the initial (immediate) loss of revenue can be 
recovered. The Scottish Government needs to tell 
us all how much it will cost in total and over how 

many years.  

A second flaw Mr Rennie highlighted was the 
assumption that “the neighbours” would stand by 
and idly watch their corporation tax being 
undercut.  More likely, a “race to the bottom” would 
follow and the losers would be people everywhere 
who rely on the spending power of the government
(s). The back-stop of being part of the UK would 
prevent everyone becoming a loser. Mr Rennie 
advocated positive power sharing, letting all 
regions of the UK build on their strengths, strength 
coming from being the best, not (temporarily) the 

cheapest. 

A latter part of the speech focused on "the three 
great challenges facing this generation: poverty, an 
ageing population and climate change". Mr 
Rennie's proposed solutions focused on increased 
participation through education, strong industry 
sectors and keeping a balance in the economy. 
Early-years education (child-care for two-year olds) 

and increasing the number of apprenticeships were 
highlighted as two possible routes to increase 
participation.  Mr Rennie quoted figures for 
universities, contributing £6 billion to the Scottish 
economy and supporting 140,000 jobs. “In Britain, 
in work at Scottish universities”. There was, 
unfortunately, no mention of how these universities 

and their research would be funded. 

Mr Rennie concluded by telling us that “change is 
going to come”.  Although that is true regardless of 
the outcome of 18 September, Mr Rennie was 
referring to the growing consensus on 
decentralisation, “building such momentum that it 
will happen”. The second report Menzies Campbell 
has been commissioned to make (Campbell II) has 
been tasked with showing how widespread the 
consensus is and how quickly it could be turned 
into actual change.  I believe we can all look 
forward to more firm proposals on what ‘no’ would 

actually mean for Scotland in the UK. 

To end, a quote from a pupil during a recent school 
visit recounted by Mr Rennie: "Can we trust what 
politicians are saying?" This, of course, will be the 
real challenge for the YAS members in a few 
weeks time, distilling the information we feel we 
can trust from this lecture series. We look forward 
to the fifth and final contribution by Ruth Davidson 

next week. 

Photo courtesy of  ‘The Scotsman ‘ 
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Ruth Davidson MSP, Leader of the Scottish 
Conservative and Unionist Party, delivered the 
final speech of our series with the title, “A Union 
Revived”. Ms Davidson used her lecture to argue 
that the referendum debate provided an 
opportunity for Scots, and also those living 
elsewhere in these islands, to look again at what 
Scotland and the rest of the United Kingdom gain 

from their 300-year old partnership. 

Ms Davidson opened her speech by reflecting 
that David Hume’s call for scepticism and 
empiricism struck a chord with Conservative 
beliefs, but that they contrasted with the ‘razzle 
dazzle’ of the nationalist cause. This, she 
suggested, was a contrast all the stronger with 
the United Kingdom often unwilling to wear its 

patriotism on its sleeve. 

However she maintained that, although it was 
perhaps more challenging to make the case for 
continuity as opposed to radical change, the 

Union was a magnificent thing.  

To begin its defence, she tackled what she said 
were some of the myths that have been allowed 
to grow up around the Union, beginning with the 
caricature that suggests that to be in favour of a 
Union is to be somehow less than truly Scottish. 
There was no conflict, she suggested, in holding a 
loyalty to both Scotland and the UK as a whole, 
and in fact this dual identity allowed many Scots 

to celebrate the best of both worlds. 

Ms Davidson argued too that partition would be a 
loss not only for Scotland, but also the rest of the 
United Kingdom. A Parliament without Scottish 
Members, such as Winston Churchill when he 

was the MP for Dundee, would be a poorer place, 
and she felt that it was sometimes the role of 
Scotland to keep the rest of our island on the right 
track. The ‘barbarians on the Thames’ benefitted 
from Scotland’s egalitarianism, intellectual 
seriousness, sense of realism, and sense of 
humour, and their loss would be to the detriment 
of all. This, she said, was the nature of a Union 

that was confident, altruistic and generous. 

Next, Ms Davidson turned to what she said was 
the second myth, which was that Scotland was 
somehow not a full partner in the Union but rather 
a ‘surly lodger’. The Union was, she said, a 
benevolent, enduring and democratic friendship 
that any partner was free to leave whenever they 
chose, but with a reticence that meant this fact 
was something perhaps better understood in 
Catalonia than it was at home. Our guest 
therefore found it ironic that the Nationalists’ 
proposals would, in her words, leave Scotland 
looking more ‘like a Crown Dependency’ than 
either a full partner in the Union or an entirely 

independent and separate country. 

The third myth Ms Davidson spoke of was that the 
Union was a drag on its constituent parts, 
claiming that the Coalition was committed to 
driving decision making closer to the people, both 
through devolution and through city deals. This 
was not, she said, a Union that ‘jealously clings 
power to its chest’, but rather a backup of sixty 
million people that supported each other if, in the 
worst of times, a bank with billions on its books 
were to go bust. It was rather something, like our 
currency, that we did not think about until we 

realised that it might be taken away. 

‘A Union Revived’ 

Ruth Davidson - Leader Scottish 

Conservative and Unionist Party  
13th February 2014 
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Ms Davidson then turned to the questions posed 
by the Young Academy of Scotland in the open 
letter. Although she did not make reference to 
issue of enfranchisement of 16-17 year olds, an 
issue brought by the Scottish Youth Parliament, 
she did outline her vision of how the Union would 
support the economy. She said that Britain had 
taken some tough choices, but that the recovery 
was underway with some sources suggesting that 
the UK – the whole UK – could be the biggest 
economy in the European Union. She felt that this 
was not the time to change course, but rather a 
time to maintain stability and continue to work 
together with England, Wales and Northern 

Ireland. 

Ms Davidson told us that the SNP were, in fact, 
helping to make the case for Union by playing up 
Scotland’s currency and business strengths, 
underlining how it shared a time zone, a language 
and a regulatory system with London, and 
campaigning for ‘continued co-operation’ with the 
rest of the UK on the subject of research funding. 
She quoted Prof. Jim Gallagher in saying that 
there were three unions – the economic, social 
and political union – and it was impossible to ‘cut 
away the political union and hope to keep the 
others’. Pick’n’mix independence, she told us, 

would not work. 

Finally, she turned to the impartial advice of the 
Permanent Secretary to the Treasury, who has 
advised ‘strongly against a currency union as 
currently advocated, if Scotland were to vote for 
independence’. This was, she said, devastating to 

Mr Salmond’s attempts to de-risk independence.  

However, she also said that she had hoped that 
the referendum would be an opportunity to vote 
not out of fear or negativity, but also out of hope 
for a brighter future for a renewed nation. In her 
closing responses to questions from the floor, she 
described her formative Service experience where 
she saw UK forces working together prevent a 
genocide in Kosovo and her family members’ 
experiences in Glasgow, Newcastle and Liverpool, 
three cities which she said could scarcely be more 
alike. However, this final point sat slightly at odds 
with her reticence to embrace the notion of being a 
‘North Briton’. When responding to another 
question from the floor Davidson cited clear 
cultural differences north and south of Hadrian's 
Wall, in particular the 'chippy confidences' of Scots 
cities as opposed to those of Northern England. 
The contradiction here was the only let up in an 
otherwise consistent argument and line of thought 
held during the evening. 
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Conclusion 

Jeremy Peat, Director David Hume Institute  
6th March 2014 

It was a real pleasure to listen to Nicola Sturgeon 
and the leaders of the other four Holyrood parties as 
they spoke for us about September’s referendum. 
We listened carefully to each of them for 45 minutes 
or so followed by a full 30+ minutes Q&A along with 
our friends from four professional bodies who 

supported this series. 

You must be thinking, we surmise, that as a result of 
this privileged access we are streets ahead in 
understanding the key elements of the various 
party’s views on the main issues related to a ‘yes’ or 
‘no’ vote. Sadly that is less true than we would have 
hoped. We heard a great deal and we debated a 
great deal in public and private. However, when we 
sat down last week to recap events, with our co-
conspirators for this series, it was much easier to 
identify what we still did not know, at least not with 

sufficient clarity, than what was now crystal clear. 

One problem of course is that there is not a 
consistent and cohesive set of views on either side 
of the debate. Patrick Harvie and Nicola Sturgeon 
told very different stories regarding their vision of 
‘what if yes’. Patrick clearly saw independence as 
an opportunity to ‘create a sustainable economy that 
works for everybody’; the chance to create a 
radically different economic model. Therefore there 
would best be a distinct Scottish currency, as a 
sterling currency union would unduly constrain 

policies on a number of fronts. 

Nicola Sturgeon had no doubt that the only plan was 
a currency union – ‘that is Plan B’ she proclaimed 
when pressed. We shall watch and see what 
happens as the debate continues on this option – 
and whether either ‘sterlingisation’ or a separate 

currency emerges as an alternative. Nicola’s thesis 
to us was summed up as ‘more powers – more 
policy levers – more growth; and a fairer society’ 
with independence the only means to guarantee 
remaining in Europe and avoiding the perils of 
London-centricity. For her the end is a different 
society – as it is with Patrick – but to be achieved 
via the relative safety of maximum continuity. 
Presumably the risks are perceived as far greater in 

any currency option other than a sterling union. 

Perhaps the most interesting factor emerging from 
the ‘no’ parties – the unionists – was that Willie 
Rennie for the LibDems was set upon creating a 
unified Unionist view, supported by all three parties 
at Westminster and Holyrood, as to what package of 
further devolution was desirable and likely. He 
launched ‘Campbell 2’ at our seminar. But Johan 
Lamont and Ruth Davidson appeared sceptical that 
this would be achieved – at least over the coming 
weeks and months. The vision of these three parties 
is not uniform, although all appear to accept that 
further change, further devolution including fiscal 

devolution, is required.  

Johan Lamont sees the crucial dividing force being 
between haves and have-nots rather than north and 
south of some border. Ruth Davidson believes we 
can be proud Scots and unionists – at home in a 
union of our own choosing. She shared a view with 
Willie Rennie regarding the desirability of driving 
decision-making closer to the people. However, we 
suspect that she might find it difficult to heartily echo 
at least the middle part of his recurring refrain - ‘in 
Britain, in Europe, in work’; and his references to 
Federalism and ‘Home Rule’ might be a step too far 

for both Lamont and Davidson. 
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One final remaining gap was on the fiscal front. 
Willie Rennie at least did stress that an 
independent Scotland would face tax competition 
if we sought to gain advantage via lower rates – 
even if that was permitted in the context of 
currency union. Patrick Harvie would be 
promoting a wholly different model to seek clearly 
stated environmental and social ends. Johan 
Lamont, Ruth Davidson and Nicola Sturgeon 
were all essentially silent on this front. The first 
two with no prescription for a workable 

combination of tax powers and grant stability 
under increased devolution, and the latter with no 
discussion of how to balance the books in an 
independent Scotland – an issue that the Institute 
of Fiscal Studies still see as problematic as 

revealed in the latest DHI seminar at Holyrood.  

So, a fascinating series, but leaving us with loads 
to uncover over the next six months. We shall 
consider what role we and our colleagues might 

play. 
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