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i. Foreword
Regardless of which way you voted, the UK at least now has some clarity. Boris
Johnson’s thumping victory in the general election has removed any doubt that
Brexit will happen. The electoral map of England has been redrawn, and the
Conservatives have a mandate to govern as they see fit.
In Scotland, of course, the map looks very different. SNP dominance remains the
order of the day. The Conservatives continue to provide the main opposition, while
Labour and the Liberal Democrats still seem like movements in search of a
purpose. The Greens have purpose, but are a marginal party.
This is the state of play as we enter 2020. The campaign for the 2021 Holyrood
election will begin in earnest when the politicians return from their Christmas
holiday. England may now have a break from elections and referendums. No such
luck in the north.
It looks as if independence and a second referendum will dominate the discourse.
This is a shame. On the policy front, there are so many challenges facing Scotland
– the economy, the performance of our schools, the pressures facing our NHS, and
more. Reform Scotland will continue to argue for ambitious, evidence-based
reforms to our public services and a clear-eyed approach to the reality of the
changing economic climate.
We had a productive and high-profile 2019, producing important and well-received
research papers, measurably impacting on government policy, and hosting a series
of well-attended events with a wide-ranging array of speakers, including Nicola
Sturgeon, Lord McConnell and Tony Blair. We have secured an abundance of
media coverage, and feel set fair for the coming year.
In the coming months, as the parties put together their manifestos for the 2021
election, Reform Scotland will continue to advocate an approach based on our four
key principles: prosperity, opportunity, compassion and courage. The last of these,
especially, remains sadly lacking in Scottish politics.
Since launching our Melting Pot blog back in July 2015, it has become customary
to end the year by bringing together 12 months of articles in one place. The views
expressed are those of the authors and not Reform Scotland. You’ll see on the list
a diverse range of topics, covering among other subjects Brexit, education, and
how, 20 years in, the workings of the Scottish Parliament could be improved.
We’re looking forward to making Melting Pot an even more vital hive of ideas in
the New Year.
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It remains for me to thank you all for your continued support. There is so much to
play for in the year ahead, and I hope you’ll be at our side as we give it our all. See
you in 2020.

Chris Deerin
Director
Reform Scotland
December 2019
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Budget Deal Obscures Economic Fundamentals
– Ewan MacDonald-Russell
Originally posted 7 February 2019
With Scottish Budgets now being announced in Mid-December, it’s easy to
confuse the Government’s fiscal giveaways with the more traditional festive giftgiving. The Finance Secretary stands up and lets businesses and the public sector
know who’s going to get more than an orange for Christmas. It’s an opportunity to
let the Government look munificent, and helpfully due to the season possibly
escape some scrutiny from distracted voters.
This year that approach has been rudely disturbed by the reality of minority
Government. The intransigence of opposition parties meant Derek Mackay was
forced to rely on the votes of the Scottish Greens to pass the legislation. That deal
has come at a cost. New proposals giving powers to local authorities to allow them
to raise Council Tax levels, a tourist tax, and introduce a range of levies, including
the already infamous workplace parking charge, have been greeted by a barrage of
complaints.
However, for all the legitimate examination this deal will now be subject to, it
shouldn’t prevent more detailed scrutiny of the main Budget proposals. There were
some major announcements, and just as crucially an update on the expected
performance of the Scottish economy.
The scene was set by the publication of the Scottish Fiscal Commission’s growth
projections. Whilst no one would claim statistical bulletins were the most exciting
of measures, the anaemic growth projections of barely a smidgen over one percent
over the next five years were certainly sobering. Those projections matter because
they show how little headroom the Finance Secretary has over that time. Weak
growth means private sector revenues are unlikely to rise significantly, which
means there will be little extra money for the next few Budgets.
That growth gap should be the focus of Scottish Government policy over the next
few years. Without economic growth everything else becomes much harder,
whether that’s investing in the health service or bringing forward ambitious public
policy. The reality, and the retail industry is very conscious of this, is many of the
Government’s proposed policy initiatives, from obesity to the environment, have
significant costs to businesses. Ratcheting up those costs in an environment where
businesses are making minimal profits is unlikely to help either the economy or
deliver effective policy.
Within the Budget itself there were some positive moves to help businesses. Most
importantly this Government is making headway on business rates. That’s an
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urgent priority. Retailers pay 22 percent of all business rates. Since 2010 the
headline poundage rate has risen from 40.7 percent to 48 percent this year. Of
course, since 2016 that’s been exacerbated for 22,000 Scottish businesses who are
subject to the Large Business Supplement – whose rate last year was over 50%.
Therefore, it was prescient to take a decision to bear down on the poundage rate.
Whilst it’s still an increase, the below-inflation rise means the headline rate will be
a touch below that in England. If not for the Large Business Supplement being so
high here, the argument over the most competitive rates system could have been
settled.
Regardless it’s an important step, and one the Finance Secretary deserves praise
for. It’s also necessary as other Ministers appear relentless in their attempts to
increase the cost of business. That’s why the Budget is so important to our
Members. It’s the opportunity to offset some of those increases, and to
consequently balance the cost of business.
Like other Governments in the UK, Mr Mackay hasn’t really gone far enough. The
rates announcement isn’t even a tax break, after all rates bills will still rise by 2.1
percent next year (for comparison Scottish retail sales increased by 0.5 % in 2018).
When the £65 million per year cost of the Large Business Supplement being higher
than England is added, it’s clear there is plenty of room for more to be done to
improve the competitive environment.
That may need to happen swiftly. The retail industry went through a bruising 2018,
with a number of well known brands stumbling and tumbling as they dealt with the
challenges of digital disruption and a volatile economy. Consumers too are feeling
the pinch as their Council Tax and other bills rise above inflation. The continued
uncertainty around Brexit is another concern – but it’s partly masking the wider
structural issues affecting both retail as well as the wider economy.
The Finance Secretary is in a difficult position. Years of rising costs mean many
businesses have cut back, reducing his overall revenue stream. Yet to stimulate
growth he may need to take a short term hit through measures which help
businesses. That’s ever-harder in a political environment which seems more
focused around zero-sum antagonism than cooperative alignment. The focus upon
the short term adds an unhelpful element of volatility and makes challenging
structural issues significantly harder.
There will be a lot of headlines around levies and charges over the next few weeks.
But it’s much more important the Scottish Government takes a wider, holistic view
of the economy, and focuses its efforts on giving businesses the space to succeed.
Ultimately, that’s the only way to generate the money which can go on the annual
Budget splurge.
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Ewan MacDonald-Russell is Head of Policy & External Affairs at the Scottish
Retail Consortium
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Scotland must learn from this lost opportunity
– Keir Bloomer
Originally posted 12 March 2019
The closure of Newlands Junior College (NJC) calls into question whether the
Scottish education system is capable of serious innovation.
NJC was set up by Jim McColl, the well-known entrepreneur, to meet the needs of
young people who had some spark but were turned off by mainstream
schooling. At the time when they were admitted, almost all seemed destined to
fail. However, every one who has completed the two-year course is employed, in
an apprenticeship or on a college course.
The benefits are huge, both for the young people themselves and for
society. Educational failure often leads to long-term unemployment, poverty and
loss of self-esteem – disasters for the individual. But it can also lead to poor health,
drug addiction, crime and a lifetime of claiming benefits, not to mention the waste
of talent. The cost to society is enormous.
Many factors have contributed to NJC’s success. Its unique curriculum with a
reduced emphasis on academic study, extensive opportunities for vocational
learning (through City of Glasgow College) and a commitment to personal
development has proved highly motivating. The close partnership with business
helps students to become work-ready. Staying in contact with former students
allowed NJC to provide continuing support, keeping them in work or on courses
when the going became tough.
One factor, however, was paramount. NJC could take only 60 students at a
time. Its small size meant that close, supportive and trusting relationships could
develop between learners and staff. Even the most disengaged young people came
to realise that the teachers really were on their side. As a result, attitudes both to
learning and to life generally became much more positive. From being almost
certain failures, students became the kind of young people who are likely to
succeed.
This is a genuinely life-changing difference. Furthermore, it depends on the close,
warmly supportive ethos that only a small institution can provide. Secondary
schools can – and do – achieve great outcomes for huge numbers of young
people. Changes in curriculum and teaching methods can increase their
success. But the most disengaged need something different, intimate and dedicated
to their special requirements. This is what NJC pioneered.
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NJC was a partnership effort. Although Jim McColl provided the original impetus,
other major businesses provided financial support. The Scottish Government was
a partner from the start and increased its contribution significantly in the last two
years. Glasgow City Council also invested in NJC, if on a smaller scale. However,
funds were eventually exhausted and no mechanism was found to give the school
a sustainable future.
In the end, being a proven success story was not enough. An education system that
is disturbingly short of successes hasn’t been able to keep this one going. It is
tempting, but futile, to allocate blame. Much more important is to learn lessons
and build into the system a capacity for bold and successful innovation in the
future.
Keir Bloomer is Chair of the Commission on School Reform.
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Should the UK hold another Referendum on the EU?
– Dr Paul Jourdan
Originally posted 4 April 2019
The European Union Referendum Act 2015 (“the Referendum Act), which led to
the EU referendum taking place in June 2016, has created a constitutional crisis in
the UK. This is a crisis which cannot be resolved until it is first admitted. The
symptoms of this crisis are evident in a Parliament so deeply divided and fractured
that it can neither pass the Government’s painstakingly negotiated EU Withdrawal
Agreement nor produce a majority for any alternative course of action whatsoever.
Neither the Opposition nor the Brexiteer ERG have set forward any workable
proposition as an alternative, perhaps because they realise that if they do it will
immediately be demolished by powerful objections. The two figureheads of the
Vote Leave Campaign, Michael Gove and Boris Johnson, both assured voters that
it would be straight forward to reach a favourable agreement with the EU, whatever
EU politicians were saying at the time to the contrary, because the UK buys more
stuff from EU countries than it sells back to them. Others who campaigned for
Leave say that they always believed that the negotiations would “go to the
wire”, implying that the threat of leaving with No Deal would result in the EU
coming to its senses and giving the UK the favourable terms that it
wants. However, now that we enter this “going to the wire” phase, it turns out that
the crisis lies solely in the UK, which finds itself completely unable to decide what
it wants. The Mother of all Parliaments has reached a stalemate.
It has done this because it put in place a referendum without either stipulating that
the Leave position had to be defined in a formal document, or spelling out what the
consequences of a majority vote in favour of leaving the EU should be. Instead the
act stipulated only that the Secretary of State must publish a report on the “outcome
of negotiations between member States”, and another detailing information about
“rights, and obligations, that arise under EU law” and “examples of countries that
do not have membership of the EU but do have other arrangements within the EU”.
The Referendum Act was advisory and not legally binding on Parliament, but
Government ministers also gave a commitment to “implement” the result, so from
the outset the status of the referendum was unclear. The inevitable confusion began
almost the day after the result. When Theresa May became Prime Minister and was
asked what she was going to do, she was reduced to using the now famous and
much mocked phrase: ”Brexit means Brexit”. This highlighted the vacuum of
content in the Referendum. It was abundantly clear that there was no plan. The
Supreme Court had to get involved in deciding whether the Government could
make up its own plan and act unilaterally to implement Brexit without reference to
Parliament as it wished to. It was ruled that it could not.
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Those of us who are wringing our hands daily with frustration at the current
political gridlock need to interrogate more deeply how we got where we are, in
order to work out what should happen next, and this is an attempt to do just that.
Let’s start by asking: “How could the Government of 2015 be so cavalier with the
constitution in the Referendum Act”? In the environment we have now of such
divided opinions it is all too easy to blame the other side for being too stupid to
understand what is the bleeding obvious to us, and to ramp up the rhetoric with
words like “betrayal” or “traitor” or phrases like “will of the people” or even worse
“enemy of the people”. The problems we face are not a result of Leave winning
the Referendum. Rather they are the result of the Referendum Act failing to
consider either the nature of a campaign which could be fought without the
obligation to define its subject, or the consequences of what this might set in
motion, thereby allowing both a debate which was constructed so as barely to touch
the real issues concerning leaving the EU (such as the Irish question or matters of
trade and security) and a result which would take on some kind of sacred force, all
the more powerful because no-one could pin down its meaning to anything in the
real world.
In an essay published by the Economist (17 Jan 2019) Robert Saunders, history
lecturer from Queen Mary University of London, set out a brief outline of the
history of referenda in the UK, noting the great reluctance former UK Prime
Ministers to deploy them. The first UK-wide referendum was held on 5 June 1975
on whether the UK should stay in the European Economic Community. Saunder’s
cites Margaret Thatcher’s all too prophetic criticism of this which was delivered to
Harold Wilson on the floor of the House, calling referenda “the device of dictators
and demagogues”, which she implied “would be dangerous to minorities and
destructive of Parliamentary authority”. In this she was referring to Clement
Attlee’s letter to Churchill published in The Times (22 May 1945) rejecting a
referendum that Churchill was seeking to hold to delay a general election until after
the war against Japan had been completed.
Saunders goes on to discuss Albert V. Dicey, “the most distinguished
constitutionalist of the late 19th and early 20th centuries”, who was an advocate of
referenda for the “allowing great questions of policy” to be settled “free from party
or personal loyalties”.
However, Saunders cites three historic reservations about referenda derived from
Dicey, each of which bite deep with the 2016 referendum.
i)
ii)

a referendum reduces a question of great complexity down to a simple
“yes” or “no”, removing any nuance from the result.
the use of referenda encourages irresponsible government by allowing
them to be introduced to solve internal party divisions and by allowing
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iii)

governments to act in line with the result but in a way that they believe
themselves to be against the national interest, whilst washing their hands
of the consequences. Note on this point Theresa May’s emphasis when
advocating the Withdrawal Agreement is not that it is a great deal for the
UK, but rather that it merely honours the referendum result.
they encourage despotism, as those who oppose the result are no longer
opposing just a government, they are opposing “the will of the people”
which cannot be denied.

This last point is worth expanding upon. The scope for democracy to be bypassed
by a referendum is exactly in proportion to the gap which is opened up for the
executive to fill in between the simple “yes” or “no” of the referendum and the
actual legislative outcome of it. In other words, the more vague and minimal the
definition of what is voted on, the more the scope for democracy to be bypassed as
a result. We could call this scope the Despotic Opportunity which results from any
given referendum.
UCL’s recently published Report of the Independent Commission on Referendums
(“ICF”, July 2018), which provides one of the most comprehensive cross-party
critiques of the use of referenda in the UK, elegantly reinforces this point in a
section entitled: “A lack of clarity: the problems with pre-legislative referendums”
(p. 82). It notes that “As pre-legislative referendums are often held on general
principles rather than specific legislation, there is a risk that the proposals will be
unclear. . . If the need for clarity is not satisfied, this creates room for the legitimacy
of the referendum result to be questioned”. The report then quotes a speech by
David Davis MP from the House of Commons in 2002, “. . . pre-legislative
referendums of the type the Deputy Prime Minister is proposing are the worst type
of all . . . We should not ask people to vote on a blank sheet of paper and tell them
to trust us to fill in the details afterwards. For referendums to be fair and compatible
with our parliamentary process, we need the electors to be as well informed as
possible and to know exactly what they are voting for. Referendums need to be
treated as an addition to the parliamentary process, not as a substitute for it.” (p.83).
The ICF concludes this section as follows: “It is of utmost importance for the
proposals put to a referendum to be clear and for voters to know what will happen
in the event of a vote for change. Hence, the Commission considers standalone prelegislative referendums to be highly problematic.” (p.85)
So with these thoughts in mind, let us turn to the specifics of the 2016 referendum
itself. Was this a referendum which effectively allowed a “great policy issue of
the day” to be settled “free from public of party interest?” Did the simplification
of the issues to a simple Yes or No produce a meaningful result? Has it encouraged
irresponsible Government? And how much of a Despotic Opportunity did it leave
room for?
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In order to answer these questions it seems appropriate to examine the arguments
and tactics used by the winning side. Most of the campaign material has been
deleted from websites and is no longer on public view. However, Dominic
Cummings, the mastermind of the Vote Leave campaign has helpfully given an
account of the main points on which the campaign was fought in a speech given to
Nudgestock, an annual Behavioural Science Festival staged by Ogilvy Change,
which took place in Folkstone in June 2017. This is freely available to view on
You Tube. The benefit of using this speech as the source material for summarising
the Vote Leave arguments is that we have here both a concise characterisation of
the content and the reasons why these particular arguments were used in preference
over any others, given by the chief architect of their usage.
Dominic Cummings, well known as a political advisor in Conservative Party
circles, working for Michael Gove from 2007-14, ran the Business for Sterling
campaign from 1999-2002. He starts by saying that when approached by Vote
Leave to run their campaign he did some personal market research. He found that
the public knew nothing more about the EU than they did 15 years earlier when he
ran the campaign against Britain joining the Euro. But three big things had
changed. The First was the Great Financial Crisis (“GFC”), about which
politicians generally were still underestimating the level of anger and
frustration. The second was the immigration crisis arising from wars in Syria and
North Africa, which had led people to fear that the EU was providing too much of
an open door to the UK. The third was the long-predicted Eurozone crisis, which
had damaged confidence in the EU. He also found that one third of the population
were completely hostile to being in the EU and wanted out come what may, one
third were completely committed to remaining, and around one fifth were inclined
to leave by thought it would be too risky. So he constructed a campaign which had
two simple objectives. Firstly, to persuade this one fifth that leaving would not be
too risky, and secondly, to make those committed to remaining more likely to sit
on the fence by persuading them that it would be risky to stay.
The resulting campaign had content based around four components.
1. The theme of “take back control” which emphasised that something had been
lost. Importantly this played to a double meaning in that for many it was
about taking back control over “the system itself”, just as much as it referred
to any complex European issues which few understood. In this way it
resonated with the residual sense of anger from the GFC, and didn’t require
getting into specific details relating to the EU in order to do its work.
2. Saving £350m per week, which is roughly the gross annual UK contribution
to the EU, not taking into account the rebate, divided by 52. They “spun”
this in two ways (Dominic Cummings’ own term). Sometimes they said that
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they could save £350m which they promised would be given directly to the
NHS, even going to the lengths of printing this message on what looked like
NHS branded information sheets. Other times they simply said that they
would no longer have to “send” the £350m to Europe. This second form,
Dominic Cummings noted, was just used in order to provoke the Remain
campaign into objecting that this money was not in fact ever sent to the EU,
which they eventually did, meaning that they wasted valuable campaign
resources getting bogged down in the detail of refuting this number. The
£350m per week was never supposed to be a defendable number, it was only
there to neutralise the tidal wave of negative economic analysis which was
being thrown against Vote Leave, and to do so by being easy to explain and
to remember.
3. In order to create a sense that it would be riskier to stay in the EU than to
leave it, in a way that would be persuasive to the 1/5 of the population who
were inclined to leave but were worried by the risks of doing so, Vote Leave
introduced the argument that Turkey was about to join the EU, and that this
would cause a flood of Turkish (and by implication mostly Muslim)
immigration into the UK. Dominic Cummings noted that Remain didn’t
anticipate this argument coming up, and hence had little idea how to deal with
it.
4. Connecting Vote Leave with the tide of anti-establishment sentiment. A City
AM article by Annabelle Williams from just after the referendum (28 th June
2016) illustrates how successful Dominic Cummings had been at deployed
Boris Johnson in particular to make this connection. “Anti-establishment
sentiment is growing,” she writes, “with political leaders seen as ‘alternative’
drawing support across the Western world . . . The surprise triumph of the
Brexit movement falls into this camp too. And a number of commentators
have suggested inequality is the root cause of the trend.” She quotes Michael
Hartnett of Bank of America Merrill Lynch: “Brexit is thus the biggest
electoral riposte yet to our age of inequality . . . It’s because the economic
recovery of the last eight years since the financial crisis has been
unbalanced.”
What is notable about these four arguments is that, astonishingly, none of them
were really about leaving the EU. Dominic Cummings is quite open about this. He
says that in all of his time in politics he has not met a single MP who actually
understands the European Single Market, and that he actively chose to avoid any
talk about this in the campaign: “It is a very complicated abstruse subject” he says,
which has “no purchase on public psychology”, and therefore no campaigner
wanting simply to win would spend any time discussing it unless they had to, and
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of course, they did not have to, because the Referendum Act imposed no obligation
to do so.
Looking back at these arguments from the cold light of 2019, it is clear that there
will be no gratifying additional sense of control emerging after Brexit, and that any
additional control we eventually gain will be more than offset by loss of prestige
and reputation; that leaving the EU is likely to leave the UK around £800m per
week worse off rather than £350m better off (we can argue over the actual number,
but it is without doubt a very large negative not a positive one); that Turkey isn’t
going to join the EU any time in foreseeable future and that the immigration crisis
is now largely contained; and that leaving the EU contributes nothing whatsoever
towards reducing inequality.
These four arguments, which were never designed as anything more than to give a
sugar rush to the Vote Leave campaign rather than to provide any lasting nutrition
to the UK public, were not enough to win the referendum on their own. The real
work of winning was done by the group of physicists and data scientists that
Dominic Cummings mentions in his talk as being the engine of the campaign. The
referendum was won by deploying these flimsy but flavoursome arguments in
exactly the right way to exactly the right demographic at exactly the right time. For
most of the campaign this group ran experiments and collected vast amounts of
data. Dominic Cummings is sketchy to say the least about what data was collected
and where it came from. It is highly likely that the data collection techniques used
to provide the analysis on which the campaign strategy was based would not be
legal now under GDPR (ironically a set of EU regulations which came into force
in May 2018 and which give UK citizens far greater data protection than they had
previously). What is for sure is that the primary medium for the distribution of the
highly targeted advertising campaign deployed by Vote Leave in the seven days
prior to the referendum was Facebook, and that 1 – 1.5 billion such adverts were
delivered over that period, and even this was skewed to the final four days. The
persuasion didn’t need to last. The arguments didn’t have to stand up to scrutiny,
they just had to turn marginal voters for a few days. This was the first fully fledged
UK-wide data-science dominated plebiscite, and it found the both the “old guard”
of the establishment and the rules themselves wanting.
Can it be said following this account of how Vote Leave won the referendum based
on a speech by its own director that the referendum allowed a “great question of
policy” to be settled as Dicey advocated, “free from party or personal loyalties”,
when none of the arguments used to win were based on anything much to do with
the substantive issues arising from leaving the EU, which Dominic Cummings
clearly saw as far too complex and abstruse for most people to be bothered
about? Instead, the referendum was a masterclass in the arts of public
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persuasion. It was more like the story of the Pied Piper than the Judgement of
Solomon.
How could such a “great question of policy” be reduced to little more than a social
media mash up? If Parliament is not to play fast and loose with the Constitution,
then surely the most basic requirement for a referendum concerning a major
constitutional change is, as David Davis demanded in 2002, that the change being
proposed is written down in the greatest possible detail. Whether we call this a
Manifesto, or a White Paper, or a Prospectus is all the same, but having an
obligation to produce one should have been stipulated by the Referendum Act, and
Government resources should have been made available to produce it. It should
then also have been stipulated that any campaigns advocating Leave could only
campaign on the basis of what was in the Manifesto and on no other basis. In the
referendum on Scottish Independence just a couple of years earlier the Scottish
Government produced an extensive White Paper on what Independence would
mean. As a result the debate which took place on the topic was thorough and
substantive. Had the result gone the other way no constitutional crisis would have
followed. Had it turned out that the White Paper was completely wrong about
every matter it touched upon, then when the final deal with UK Government on
independence was reached, the Scottish Government could have been held to
account and on these grounds another referendum could legitimately have been
demanded (it would have been wiser to make formal allowance for this in advance
in that case too). Had the White Paper turned out to be broadly correct in its
analysis of the kind of deal that could be reached, then Independence could have
followed without controversy.
With the EU Referendum, because Leave didn’t have to define what it was the
campaign was in fact advocating, it turns out that it is impossible to say what the
vote was in favour of. The mere fact that it was in favour of Leaving is so broad
as to be meaningless. We might just as well have had a referendum about whether
everyone in the country should be made a millionaire. In fact, one could deploy
all four of the arguments used by Vote Leave to support such a Millionaire
Referendum too. The £350m a week figure could become a much larger number
and be justified on the grounds that if everyone was a millionaire then at least this
amount would be raised in additional taxes which could be given to the NHS. By
having money, people could take back control over their lives from banks who lend
to them and politicians who impose austerity on them. Immigration would have to
be cut and new security measures introduced because we wouldn’t be able to afford
to give everyone arriving in the UK £1m. Making everyone millionaires would
level the playing field at last, with alternative, in touch politicians at last taking the
place of the old guard who have promoted a world of inequality for so long.
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And if this Millionaire Referendum was won, as it probably would be if Dominic
Cummings was in charge, despite the great protestations of many saying that there
was no plan to achieve this objective, that simply printing that much money and
distributing it as “helicopter money” would cause an economic disaster due to
hyper-inflation, then some poor wretched replacement Prime Minister (the one
who proposed this referendum would certainly have walked) would have to deliver
the impossible (“Millionaire means Millionaire”), or else face up to the fact that
Parliament had made a mistake in allowing a referendum to take place on
something for which there was no plan.
By not stipulating that the EU Referendum be based strictly on a White Paper
detailing all the steps which would be expected to take place in leaving the EU and
the outcomes that would be sought, Parliament allowed the referendum to be
argued on the basis of a thousand different types of Brexit. Leave proponents (who
put forward many arguments beyond those of Vote Leave) could on the same day
describe one type of Brexit to one group, and a completely different type to another,
using data science where they had it to calculate exactly which message would be
best targeted at whom. All they wanted to do was win the ballot after all, not reach
any kind of agreement about what was meant by it. To say this omission was
carelessness on the part of Parliament is an understatement. What it has meant in
practice is that the reduction of an extra-ordinarily complex issue to a simple Leave
or Remain produced a meaningless result. It has led to the Government repeatedly
trying to pass as Withdrawal Agreement in the House that has been defeated by a
record number, or in other words acting, not out of conviction as to what is good
for the UK but rather slavishly trying to “respect the Referendum”. It has created
a huge Despotic Opportunity which is most strongly apparent in the prospect of the
UK leaving the EU without any negotiated settlement, something that is opposed
by a very clear majority both inside and outside of Parliament.
Whilst all sides bear responsibility, the fault for this clearly lies with David
Cameron’s majority Government of 2015. David Cameron promised the
Referendum because the Conservative Party was haemorrhaging votes to
UKIP. He probably put it in the Manifesto so that he had something to give away
in negotiating the second term of coalition government, as another hung Parliament
was anticipated. When he won a majority he was bound to hold the
referendum. But his electoral success must have gone to his head, because at that
point he stopped thinking.
It is easily forgotten in the current polarised discussion about the EU Referendum,
that democracy is not only, or even primarily, about voting. It is instead defined by
the rule of law and due process, accessible and applicable to all; it is about having
strong institutions independent of government and the protection of citizen’s rights;
it is about the freedoms which give rise to rigorous and honest debate; it is about
having transparent and well regulated markets. What we know for sure now is
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that holding a referendum about a topic which is only defined only by a simple Yes
or No, Leave or Remain, is to risk setting lose a monster ready to devour the
constitution and make a mockery of Parliament. It is an act of political
madness. The monster cannot later be held to account for its actions other than
with the greatest difficulty and courage.
In addition to stipulating the requirement for a Manifesto or White Paper, however,
the Referendum Act should also have set out the process as to what would happen
in the event of a Leave victory. Surely the process of the country voting for
constitutional change which takes many years to achieve should involve more than
a snapshot of opinion at the outset. It should contemplate what happens if the plan
set out in the Manifesto differs from the reality achieved in practice, as it almost
certainly will do. In this situation, it is a distortion of the idea of democracy to
assume that because some years before the population voted in favour of an overly
optimistic plan that the country should then plough on regardless of how bad the
outcome is in reality.
This then raises the question as to who should determine whether the original plan
has been met? Because it is likely to be impossible to answer this question in a
way that would be regarded by everyone as equitable, the safest way to conduct
referenda on constitutional change must therefore be that from the outset it is
agreed that there will be two votes, one based on a detailed plan and the second
based on the actual deal once it has been arrived at. However well documented,
the first referendum would be speculative in nature, because it would be predicting
what deal could be struck. The second would have the character of a veto, which
is a much simpler and less dangerous form of referendum, and would provide
assurance that following the first vote the “will of the people” could not be used as
justification for terrible policy decisions.
One argument against this is that it makes the first vote much easier to win, which
could be seen as a danger, and raises the prospect of a country habitually trying to
uproot its constitutional arrangements. However, it also makes it pointless to win
the first vote on a pipe dream, as if the reality falls short, then the second vote will
surely be lost. The obligation on governments not to hold such votes for casual
reasons would therefore be just as strong as it is already.
A second argument, which has been used many times over the last two years, is
that the negotiations over the constitutional change would be weakened by the
“other side” knowing that if they refuse to negotiate in good faith then the
likelihood would be that the second vote would be lost. In the case of the EU
negotiations people said that if the EU knew that the UK would hold another vote
on the whatever deal they offered, then they would have a huge incentive to act in
bad faith and offer only worst deal possible in the expectation that this would swing
the confirmatory vote. The counter to this argument is that if the EU acted in bad
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faith then it could easily be self-defeating at the second vote, because the level of
public frustration would rise and drive votes towards leaving anyway. In
negotiations of this type, the reality is that both sides are likely to have a lot to gain
from an amicable deal being arrived at. The loss of “leverage” caused by having
to win a second referendum on the agreed position would be likely to prove a minor
factor in practice (as it has proven in the negotiations with the EU), more than
offset by the gains which would be made in the maintenance of public confidence
and engagement by following this approach.
Should the UK now hold another Referendum on leaving the EU? To do so,
Parliament, and in particular the Conservative Party, has to come clean and admit
the mistakes it made in the Referendum Act. No-one likes to admit mistakes, and
this perhaps explains Theresa May’s resolute refusal to acknowledge any point of
view which doesn’t hold the Referendum result as sacred, despite its deep
flaws. Because the Referendum Act didn’t set out due process for content or
consequences, it has led to a situation in which the confidence we had in our
democracy has been undermined. We can now see clearly that a referendum as
undefined as the EU one truly opens the doors to the “will of the people” style of
tyranny which trumps the authority of Parliament. Liam Fox, one of the leading
Brexiteer Cabinet members, has argued that Parliament outsourced its authority by
holding the referendum of 2016, and cannot now take it back. As a matter of fact
this is untrue, in that the Referendum Act whilst it said far too little about the
prescribed level of content, said nothing at all about the consequences. Parliament
didn’t outsource its authority to the Referendum, although it appears that certain
Government Ministers outsourced theirs.
Therefore Parliament should embrace its authority. But to put the genie of the
current constitutional crisis back in its bottle, Parliament has a difficult road to
walk. It should find a way to apologise to the British public for the shortcomings
of the Referendum Act, for the nature of the campaign it unleashed, and the myriad
of undeliverable expectations it gave rise to. At the same time, it should establish
clearly what has been learnt about how such referenda will in future be conducted,
including considering whether it should be unlawful to employ any targeted
political advertising on social media at all (for normal elections too). These lessons
should then be incorporated into the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums
Act 2000(PPERA) accordingly.
The Government, with the support of Parliament, should then put in place a
referendum on the Withdrawal Agreement and Political Declaration. If this deal
has been ratified by Parliament, then it would be a simple veto-style referendum.
If not, it would need to be constructed so as to allow for a view to be expressed on
the option of No Deal, or any other alternatives which have achieved substantial
backing in Parliament and have been proven to find acceptance with the EU. This
is not difficult to do and methods have already been set out elsewhere. Either way,
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it would be for the most part a post-legislative referendum on defined content and
it would be beyond dispute what the consequences of voting either way would be,
and because of that it would clear the air and in time allow the divisions in the
country to heal themselves whatever the outcome might be. It would, in short,
allow for a conclusion to be reached at last that everyone can respect.
Dr Paul Jourdan is CEO of Amati Global Investors and a director of two
registered charities, Sistema Scotland and Clean Trade. The views expressed in
the article are purely personal.
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Voter Friendly Congestion Charging
– Stephen Salter
Originally posted 16 April 2019
This note describes an idea to measure accurately the exact parameter we wish to
measure to reduce traffic congestion. It can be used on any road over the whole
country with no static ground equipment. It needs no information about vehicle
position and makes no intrusions on civil liberties.
Each vehicle would carry a box with an electronic circuit containing a transmitter,
a receiver and counting circuitry. Each unit would transmit a pulse of a few
thousand cycles of a radio signal with a frequency of a few GHz at intervals of,
say, three seconds. The amplitude of the pulses could vary in a controlled way with
a progressive series of values. The power would be very low, just enough for the
biggest pulses to be detected by receivers on other vehicles at perhaps 100 metres
and the smallest pulses at about three metres. By chance a few of the pulses from
nearby vehicles may be coincident but this is of no concern and all transmitters can
use the same frequency thus minimising the use of the available bandwidth.
When a unit is not transmitting (most of the time) it would receive pulses from
other vehicles. It would count the total number of pulses that are above a chosen
threshold. The count rate would depend on how close a vehicle was to how many
other vehicles and so would be an accurate indicator of local traffic density at that
time. This is an exact measure of the anti-social behaviour of occupying space on
a busy road which we want to discourage. It would operate with greatest effect at
the most crowded places and the most crowded times of day.
Instead of paying a fixed cost for a Road Fund licence, the vehicle owner would,
at convenient intervals such as a vehicle service or the annual MoT test, pay an
amount based on the accumulated count perhaps with a multiplier for the vehicle
type. The units can display the current total and the cost for any part of a journey
so that drivers will get a strong message about the current cost of being on the road
at that time and place. They can learn to avoid expensive times and places if they
choose to do so.
From time to time the accumulated count must be read from the unit and the charge
calculated. This could conveniently be done by equipment in a garage which is
doing a vehicle service or MOT test and can add the congestion charge to the
service invoice. In the UK garages already do a good deal of form-filling, VAT
collection and measurement of parameters like exhaust emission. The congestion
count download would be only a small addition. The actual charge would be based
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on the accumulated count since the last readout, perhaps with a multiplier for dirty
engine type and vehicle size.
The fixed border and time charges have proved effective but unpopular at the
discontinuities and cause great annoyance because of false charges. There are
various reports about setup and running costs of the central London scheme. An
initial setup cost of £200 million and running costs between £90m and £130m a
year have been quoted with a net revenue of only £50 m.
Nearly one thousand people are needed to process one transaction a day for each
vehicle and chase the defaulters. If we can make the pulse-counting boxes for £20
each, the initial capital investment for 25 million vehicles over the entire UK would
be £500 million, little more than double that for central London alone. It would be
spread over the whole vehicle life. Subsequent investment for 2.4 million new
vehicles a year for the entire UK would be £48 million, less than half the running
cost for central London. There would only be a few accounting transactions a year
as opposed to one a day.
The low running costs of the scheme mean that a large fraction of the money raised
will have to be distributed somewhere. An early criticism of the idea raised thorny
arguments about where the money should go. The congestion dividend could go to
people on the electoral roll who actually turned up to vote or filled in genuine
papers for a postal vote. Each person would be given a claim certificate, the value
of which would be determined when the total number of eligible people was
known, soon after each election. Everyone would feel that they had won a small
lottery. While voters would still have the right to abstain there would be a strong
incentive, perhaps several hundred and maybe a few thousand pounds, to turn out.
This would be most valuable for democracy as well as for traffic congestion and
the redistribution of wealth. It would be very likely to be accepted by the majority
of the population. It is fair because, through their lifetime, everyone has the same
chance of being a voter. The only unfair aspect is that credit for the resulting postelection economic boom would be claimed by the winning political party.
If a small fraction of the community causes a large fraction of the congestion it
follows that quite a large majority of the population, in particular the poorer
sections, those from rural communities and non-drivers, will cause less than
average congestion and so would get a net benefit at the expense of a few heavy,
urban road users. Everyone would have an incentive to cause less than average
congestion and would be competing to do exactly what is needed.
Steven Salter is Emeritus Professor of Engineering Design at the School of
Engineering, University of Edinburgh
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Devolution at 20: Why Holyrood has still to forge its own identity
– David Mundell
Originally posted 3 June 2019
Steven Camley, The Herald’s devastatingly droll cartoonist, rarely misses.
He certainly didn’t when I found myself in his sights after offering some thoughts
on the 20th anniversary of the Scottish Parliament.
I’d let slip that I learned of my election, as a South of Scotland regional MSP, on
the morning after the vote via the now long-extinct medium of Teletext.
Quick on the draw, Camley depicted a puzzled-looking teenager who, glimpsing
life all of two decades ago, declares: “I’d love to know more about ancient times.”
In some ways, that first Scottish Parliament election of 1999 does feel like ancient
times.
How young we all look in the photographs, for a start. And that feeling of hope and
excitement – in the Parliament and right across Scotland – captured a moment that,
however special, now seems quite distant.
In the scheme of things, though, 20 years is not a long time. Holyrood is a young
institution. It is still growing, still evolving.
Twenty years on, I am as firm a believer in the Parliament, and its power to improve
the lives of the people of Scotland, as I was the day I was elected.
Holyrood certainly has achievements to be proud of. The ban on smoking in public
places was brave and bold, changing Scotland and improving people’s
health. Setting a minimum price for alcohol might, in time, also have a positive
impact on public health. And MSPs have made a serious effort to reform Scotland’s
outdated land laws.
But for me, its huge potential has not yet been fulfilled. That’s not the fault of
Holyrood as an institution. Rather, it is down to the Scottish governments that have
held the levers of devolved power.
Successive administrations have failed to live up to the founding idea of a
Parliament with the tools and imagination to develop distinctive Scottish policy
solutions to Scottish problems within the UK.
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Instead, for more than a decade, our Parliament and politics have been dominated
by a narrow constitutional agenda that the majority of Scots have never supported.
Issues like education, justice, transport, health – the things we all care about and
that Holyrood was created to address – have played a very quiet second fiddle to
an endless debate about independence.
That is a great disappointment.
It is particularly frustrating because Holyrood has gained substantial new powers
down the years, greatly increasing its scope to act.
As a UK Government minister I’m pleased to have played a role in delivering extra
powers following the Calman Commission and, more recently, the Smith
Commission, the cross-party agreement on further devolution which came after the
independence referendum in 2014.
Holyrood has become one of the most powerful devolved parliaments in the world
and I’m heartened that control over much of income tax, for example, has already
begun to change our politics. Scottish ministers must now account for how they
raise money, not just how they spend it, and that has to be good news for voters.
Looking ahead, I’m hopeful that Holyrood’s wide-ranging new welfare powers
will not only be used creatively and effectively but that they will end the sterile
Westminster ‘blame game’ that occupies too much time for too many MSPs.
There are other things that could make Holyrood more effective.
In the early days, we convinced ourselves that Holyrood’s committee system was
a ‘jewel in the crown’ – a reservoir of independent thinking and a robust challenge
to government.
There was some justification for that at the time. By and large, the newly created
parliament was populated by a more independently-minded cadre of MSPs than
now. I’m thinking about people like Donald Gorrie, John McAllion and Margo
MacDonald. And, at the time, Westminster’s committee system lacked the teeth it
bares today.
Sadly, things have changed for the worse. Newer intakes of MSP seem less clear
about their duty to distinguish between their twin roles as parliamentarian and party
politician.
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Stories of ultra-loyal backbenchers turning up to question a Scottish Government
minister armed with a list of questions drafted by the minister’s SpAd are all too
common and a shocking indictment of the system.
Improvements at Westminster followed the introduction of elected committee
conveners. I’d advocate the same for Holyrood. It is a great shame, in my view,
that Tricia Marwick – a good Presiding Officer – saw her attempts at reform
blocked.
But it is an idea whose time has not only come, it’s overdue. When the committee
system fails, ministers are let off the hook, legislation is not properly stress-tested
and the Parliament as an institution is diminished.
Twenty years after its inception, the Scottish Parliament still needs to forge a
clearer identity. It needs to foster much greater public understanding of its role and
not allow itself to be confused with the Scottish Government quite so readily. For
many people the idea of ‘Holyrood’ encompasses a hazy world of Scottish
Parliament and Scottish Government. It’s all just a blur of politicians trying to run
the country.
Westminster, the ‘Mother of Parliaments’, and an enduring, historic institution,
stands distinct from the governments that come and go. Holyrood, however, still
needs to explain its role. Politicians haven’t helped – even the Scottish
Government’s constitution minister, Michael Russell, is wont to conflate the two
institutions.
As Scotland has reflected on its 20th anniversary, there has been widespread
agreement that one of Holyrood’s most important achievements to date has been
to embed itself in the life of the nation. I go along with that conclusion but there is
still more to do.
There remains a real danger that Holyrood is routinely mistaken for an arm of the
executive. If people are not to lose faith in their Parliament, they must see it as a
place where governments are held to account, not where decisions are meekly
rubber-stamped.
A third area I’d like to see explored is the possibility of joint working between
Holyrood and Westminster.
Could committees conduct joint inquiries in future? Often there is an overlap
between the work of Westminster’s Scottish Affairs Committee and committees at
the Scottish Parliament.
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I believe collaboration between the parliaments could strengthen the way UK and
Scottish government ministers are held to account. I also hope it would lead to
greater understanding of devolution.
We should not forget that the Smith Commission, in addition to agreeing further
powers for Holyrood, said efforts should be made to ensure people understood the
roles of their two parliaments and governments.
I accept we need to do more to achieve that, but it could only help if Holyrood and
Westminster stopped acting like strangers to each other.
I’m sure the problems I see are teething troubles. Two decades on from taking my
seat in the old Kirk General Assembly building, I remain as positive as ever about
the parliament, its role in our national life and the great things it is capable of
achieving.
Of course, I’m incredibly proud that Oliver, my son, who attended the opening
ceremony as a little boy, now sits at Holyrood as an MSP himself.
I know he and his colleagues are as determined to make a difference to people’s
lives as we were in the ‘class of ’99’.
David Mundell is a former Secretary of State for Scotland. He served as an MSP
for the South of Scotland from 1999 to 2005, and is the Conservative MP for
Dumfriesshire, Clydesdale and Tweeddale.
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Devolution at 20: MSPs should forget the party politics and
work together
– Kate Forbes
Originally posted 4 June 2019
There is no guidebook for new MSPs – whether it is the legislative process, how
to engage across and within parties or managing constituency business. So, you
learn on the job, adopting habits and practices without always asking why. Now
that I live, eat and breathe parliamentary politics and accept the status quo as
relatively normal, it is good to remember that not everybody else does.
I’m regularly asked questions about process, structure and purpose, but the most
frequent question I hear is why politicians are so poor at working together. A
primary school boy visiting the Parliament told me that if he spoke to fellow pupils
in the same way as some MSPs spoke to each other then he would get detention
and so, he asked, why didn’t MSPs? Fair question. Non-party-political members
of the public wonder why politicians can’t collectively see the problem and find a
solution. That’s surely how most of the population who are not party political feel
about the sorry mess of Brexit. It’s true that, at a national level, our politics is only
as strong and robust as the debate between parties and politicians. That requires
disagreement, challenge and opposition. But, if all politics is local, then it is
difficult to see how working at cross-purposes leads to better results on a
community or regional basis.
Last week, a constituent was amazed when I told him that he was represented by a
minimum of 12 elected members. Like everybody else in Scotland, he has at least
12 advocates and champions – one MP, one constituency MSP, seven regional
MSPs and three or four councillors. Imagine how powerful it would be to have 12
people at every political level working together to deliver meaningful change in a
particular region. We have Scottish Parliament committees which run on portfolio
or statutory lines, scrutinising healthcare or justice services, taking first-hand
evidence from witnesses and acting as a forum of debate and deliberation. But we
don’t have any formalised structures that enable cross-party MSPs to work together
on a regional basis. There is no regional caucus, no internal voice for the regions.
At a local authority level there are usually area committees, but there is no
equivalent for the Parliament. The list system is often commended for how it
balances the parliament and moves us away from an entrenched, two-party system.
It should also be celebrated for the way it brings regional voices into the
Parliament, but I’m not sure we make the most of it.
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All that is to say that if I could change one thing it would be to better organise and
harness the collective weight of regional MSPs – constituency and list MSPs
working together. I’ve seen it work well on an ad hoc basis. There is already some
good cross-party working amongst Highland and Island MSPs in terms of
education and healthcare, where an MSP from one party has invited others to take
part in formal discussions about recruiting and retaining professionals in remote
areas. We discussed the challenges with some of the public bodies in attendance,
agreed on a set of actions and decided to meet again to take these forward. No
politicking, no public disagreement and no calls on the Government to do anything
specific. In fact, the solutions are there already, but it takes cross-party leadership
on a regional basis to find them. Most recently, the Islands Bill saw all of the Island
MSPs support new legislation for the Western and Northern Isles because,
obviously, the islands share a very similar set of challenges so it makes sense for
the relevant MSPs to get together, figure it out and work collaboratively.
In my home patch, representing the constituency of Skye, Lochaber and Badenoch
there has been more consensus than disagreement amongst politicians of different
hues since the election in May 2016. Sure, there is competition, public
disagreement and the inevitable electioneering. List MSPs have one eye on a
constituency they rather fancy and the constituency MSP has got one eye on them.
Opposition MSPs make hay out of difficult situations and MSPs of the
administration try to resolve them and take credit. But all of us doubtless hear the
same gripes about distance and costs, remoteness and rurality. If the problems were
easy to resolve, then they would have been solved years ago. I use the Highlands
as an example because I know it well, but the same will be true of every region or
area. Deep-seated challenges of social injustice, economic potential and
community cohesion don’t always need a national plan – sometimes it just takes
local leaders pooling ideas and experience and taking the long-term view. Without
a mayoral system, it is the local politicians that need to show local leadership and
nearly always the solutions are already there.
Having a formalised group sitting somewhere between a Cross-Party Group and a
Parliament Committee that requires regional MSPs to work together, could be a
vehicle to tackle age-old problems and be a single voice for an area. It could be
backed up by standards and scrutinised by constituents. The whole regional, crossparty concept might fly in the face of empty political mischief making, but with so
many representatives working at cross-purposes the public could be forgiven for
thinking that the sum of the pieces is considerably less than the whole.
Of the electoral regions, none are so impossibly large as the Highlands and Islands.
Stretching from Shetland to Helensburgh, it encompasses a land mass that is bigger
than the state of Belgium. Aside from the obvious difficulties of travelling across
land and sea, there is the additional challenge of ensuring every community gets
its fair share of surgeries and visits. This region, like others in Scotland, is unique
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in terms of geography, social challenges and economic opportunities. Scotland
might be small, but there are significant regional variation sand it’s the local MSPs
that understand them best. Additional bureaucracy won’t make any difference, but
encouraging MSPs of a region to meaningfully collaborate could.
Kate Forbes is the SNP MSP for Skye, Lochaber and Badenoch and Minister for
Public Finance and Digital Economy
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Devolution at 20: How to fix Holyrood’s ‘boring speech’
problem
– Murdo Fraser
Originally posted 5 June 2019
.
I fear that even the most enthusiastic admirers of the Holyrood Parliament would
struggle to remember any truly outstanding debates in the Chamber. To be sure,
there have been some great speeches, from Donald Dewar’s famous words at the
Parliament’s opening, to the Aberdeenshire SNP MSP Dennis Robertson’s tribute
to his late daughter, delivered while opening a Member’s Debate on Eating
Disorders. But too few of such fine contributions have been followed with equally
high-quality debates.
The Parliament does have set-piece occasions which provide the perfect
opportunity for quality debate, with MSPs from all political persuasions arguing
their case, among them the Annual Programme for Government, and the Budget
debates. In these, frontbenchers have the chance to shine. But after the opening
exchanges, there can often be too little to engage the observer. The overall quality
of debate has undoubtedly got better as the Parliament has matured over its 20-year
lifespan, but there is still substantial room for improvement.
Too many debates consist of a series of backbench contributions, sticking rigidly
to the party line, and often (one suspects) written by a parliamentary researcher
from a politically partisan viewpoint. Such contributions do not lend themselves to
interventions from members of other parties, and indeed often those delivering
them will refuse to take any interventions at all.
The best debates I can remember have been on issues where there has been no set
party line, for example the Bills on Same-Sex Marriage or Assisted Suicide, with
MSPs having to think for themselves and come up with their own arguments, rather
than simply regurgitate those spoon-fed to them by the political hierarchy.
A significant issue in all this are the time limits set upon debates at Holyrood. With
the exception of frontbenchers who make opening speeches, most contributors will
have a maximum of six minutes in which to make their points. For shorter debates,
the time limit can be as low as four minutes. This is barely sufficient time to make
more than a couple of points, and if a speaker takes one or two interventions that
can substantially eat into their available time. Taking more than two interventions
effectively means that the opportunity to say anything substantive in the time
allocated
is
lost
altogether.
With
some
speakers

30

refusing to take interventions altogether, it hardly adds up to a debate worthy of
the name.
While we should not always be contrasting Holyrood with Westminster, this is an
area where the House of Commons does much better. A competent speaker in the
Commons can take as many as seven or eight interventions in succession, dealing
with each point before moving on, and yet still make his or her own substantive
points. Such a speech might last 15 minutes or more. A balanced, in-depth
contribution of this nature is simply impossible at Holyrood.
So what might be done to improve the quality of debate in the Scottish Parliament?
Instead of having sessions with a long list of speakers, many of whom may have
little interest in the subject at hand, we could use the same allocated time to have
fewer contributors but each with more minutes allocated. This would encourage
those genuinely interested in a subject to speak, expanding in detail on their points.
Crucially, it would allow much more time for interventions, thus encouraging a
genuine exchange of views, rather than the stultified one-sided conversation that
presently occurs.
Such a change would improve the quality of debate in the Chamber, it would
encourage interested MSPs to expand their knowledge of particular subjects, and
it would promote greater expertise amongst politicians. It is an approach that would
be welcomed by those with a genuine interest in debating a topic, while being
equally popular with those backbenchers currently dragooned into speaking on
subject in which they have no particular interest, but where their political party has
a number of short slots that have to be filled.
This is a reform that would cost nothing, there would be no additional burden on
parliamentary resources, and the overall length of debates would not need to be
extended. But it would, I believe, encourage debates of greater quality, and perhaps
lead to a situation in future where we are not struggling to recall the highlights of
the last 20 years of parliamentary oration.
Murdo Fraser is a Conservative MSP for Mid Scotland and Fife and Shadow
Finance Spokesman
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Devolution at 20: Free Holyrood’s committees from party
control
– Alex Neil
Originally posted 6 June 2019
It is now two years since the Commission on Parliamentary Reform published its
report on how the Scottish Parliament should be reformed, to make it more open
and accountable to the Scottish people.
Although the Commission made a number of useful suggestions, it was far too
timid in dealing with the crunch issue of how the parliament’s work is overly
dominated by the diktats of the party bosses.
Prior to the establishment of the Scottish Parliament Donald Dewar, then Secretary
of State for Scotland, set up a Consultative Steering Group (CSG) to make
recommendations on how the new institution should operate. The CSG set down
five founding principles, namely power sharing, accountability, openness,
participation and equal opportunities.
From the beginning, the new parliament far excelled Westminster by implementing
these founding principles. The Scottish Parliament would never become the kind
of incestuous “gentlemen’s club” that Westminster had always been. It would
genuinely operate as a people’s parliament.
Twenty years on, we need to adhere to both the letter and the spirit of these
founding principles.
That means reforming some aspects of how the parliament currently conducts its
business.
A priority for action is the election of committee conveners.
This reform is important for two reasons. Firstly, it removes the power of
appointment from party leaders and transfers it to the parliament. Elected
committee conveners are much more independent of party than those who rely on
the patronage of the party leader for their position.
The role of the legislature in scrutinising the work and policies of the executive
will be strengthened by having elected conveners who are then accountable to
parliament, not the party. That is good for democracy. It would also enhance further
the reputation of the Scottish Parliament.
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Secondly, providing a more powerful role for parliament will encourage more
MSPs to pursue a career as a parliamentarian and to exercise more independence
of mind than is currently the case. If the only career progression open to MSPs is
that of climbing the greasy pole as a government minister then obedience and
deference to the party hierarchy will be the order of the day. If members are able
to think aloud and speak much more openly without the spectre of disciplinary
action by the party whips hanging over them that helps make a reality of the five
key
principles
identified by the CSG.
It is now two years since the Commission on Parliamentary Reform recommended
that the Scottish Parliament follow the example of Westminster by introducing a
system of election for committee conveners.
The party leaderships have been successful in delaying the implementation of this
proposal. They should desist. This proposal should be implemented with
immediate effect, so that any time a vacancy arises for a convener, the new person
should be elected, not anointed.
Another reform which would enhance the power and effectiveness of the
Parliament is giving committees the power to vet ministerial nominees for senior
public appointments.
While the public appointments system has been opened up and modernised by the
Scottish Parliament, it is still by no means perfect. The parliament and its
committees should have a much more pro-active role. The system itself needs
updated and modernised to ensure that public appointees are more reflective of the
make-up of today’s Scotland than is currently the case.
Individual appointments for the most senior positions need to be subject to
powerful scrutiny, with the committees having the power of veto if they think a
particular nominee is not the right person for the job.
These reforms would further strengthen the Parliament’s ability to properly hold
the government to account.
Another overdue reform is the abolition of the very bad practice started by the first
Presiding Officer, Sir David Steel, whereby the whips from each party provide
speaker lists for every debate.
These lists, which include the pecking order for calling speakers, are sometimes
used by party whips to “punish” certain MSPs and to promote others. This means
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that MSPs who do not rigidly follow the party line can find it very difficult to get
an opportunity to speak in the chamber.
Although the current Presiding Officer, Ken McIntosh, has been more prepared
than his predecessors to call people who are not on a party list, this practice is alien
to the founding principles of the Parliament and should be stopped. MSPs wishing
to speak in debates should put their own names forward to the Presiding Officer.
The Presiding Officer can then ensure that all get a fair chance of being called.
The Scottish Parliament has a good reputation but, like all institutions, it
occasionally has to evolve and reform to keep up to date with best democratic
practice. Implementing these reforms will help achieve that objective.
Alex Neil is SNP MSP for Airdrie and Shotts, and a former Cabinet Secretary
for Health and Wellbeing, and for Social Justice, Communities and Pensioners’
Rights
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Devolution at 20: The good, the bad & the ugly – Holyrood
Committees.
– Jackie Baillie
Originally posted 7 June 2019
When the constitutional convention discussed the creation of the Scottish
Parliament, over twenty years ago, they envisaged that parliamentary committees
would be powerhouses, holding the Scottish Government and ministers to account
in their scrutiny of legislation and policy.
Innovations like the petitions committee, amongst the very first such committees
in the world and the envy of other parliaments, has since been widely copied. There
is something very powerful about members of the public being able to directly
address a committee of MSPs in support of their petition, where their views are not
moderated or re-interpreted by someone else, but where they have direct access.
And then there is the Public Audit & Post Legislative Scrutiny Committee, leaving
no stone unturned in pursuit of value for money for the public pound and where
Committee members work collaboratively across party boundaries to shine a light
on areas where the government is arguably failing.
In my experience the very best Committees hunt as a pack – you can’t tell which
party the member is from. They care about the detail of the policy and will
challenge witnesses without fear or favour. I recall the Health Committee in a
previous parliament with an equal measure of fondness and trepidation. The
members were all of a certain vintage and had a wealth of experience and minds of
their own. Richard Simpson, Ross Finnie, Mary Scanlon, Christine Grahame – a
formidable bunch of MSPs who were virtually unwhippable. They were more
interested in following the evidence than they were the party line. Woe betide you
if you came unprepared.
It is in this robust scrutiny by Committees that government policy can come undone
or, more importantly, be improved. However, in circumstances where the
Committee is faced with intransigence by government, they have the power to
initiate legislation themselves.
Regretfully, this is a power that has not been much used by subject committees
over the last two decades. There are however two notable exceptions – the
Protection from Abuse (Scotland) Act 2001, brought forward by the Justice
Committee; and the Commissioner for Children and Young People (Scotland) Act
2003 by the Education, Culture and Sport Committee. Just this month, the
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Economy, Energy and Fair Work Committee has indicated its intention to bring
forward a Committee bill to remove pre-release access for economic statistics from
Scottish Ministers. Perhaps not something that sets the heather alight, but is
important for the transparency and integrity of our statistics, and something which
the UK Treasury, the Bank of England and the Office of National Statistics do as
best practice. It is surprising that the Scottish Government has not embraced this
themselves but instead will have to be dragged kicking and screaming into doing
the right thing.
The ability to initiate legislation can be a very useful tool for Committees and one
that has so far been under-utilised. It would certainly make Ministers pay attention
to Committee reports, particularly in a situation where there is minority
government. I hope that in the next twenty years we will see more confident
committees making much greater use of their power to legislate.
I think the Scottish Government has too much power over their own committee
members. There are examples of positions reached on committees in direct contrast
to the evidence taken, and members seeking to delete or revise evidence received
when drafting Committee reports. This is not good for confidence and trust in the
body politic. The most striking illustration of the Scottish Government exercising
power over their own members was the establishment of the Scottish Fiscal
Commission.
In February 2014, the Finance Committee, led by SNP MSP Kenny Gibson, agreed
a report that called for the establishment of a Scottish Fiscal Commission. The
Parliament was to gain substantial new financial powers as a result of the Smith
Commission, and it was necessary to have better analysis and scrutiny. It is no
more than you would expect from a grown up parliament.
The evidence taken across civic Scotland supported the move; committee members
agreed, and then SNP members had to vote against their own proposal in a
Government whipped vote. As if that was not embarrassing enough, John Swinney,
the then Finance Secretary, agreed a deal with the U.K. Treasury and as a result the
Scottish Fiscal Commission was back on the table. SNP Committee members had
to change their position all over again.
We should jealously guard the independence of Committees and their ability to
speak truth to power. The voices of those with expertise as well as those with lived
experience must be valued and we do that by listening and then acting on what we
are told.
Overall I am a fan of the Parliament’s Committees. But they can and should be
made more powerful. Just look at the authority of committees in the House of
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Commons and the influence of Committee Chairs like Hilary Benn, Yvette Cooper,
Sarah Wollaston and Norman Lamb. I think there is much to commend the notion
that Conveners should be elected by parliament as a whole. It would make them
accountable to all members and would not be subject to the patronage of party
leaders.
Whilst the D’Hondt system of allocating members to Committees should be
reviewed, it has served us reasonably well so far. I do however believe that in the
interests of good governance, the party of Government should not have a majority
on any Committee which might be the case if there was a majority government.
A Convener elected by parliament as a whole has a strong mandate. With dedicated
support for their role by enhancing the capacity of Committee Clerks and Spice
you have the key ingredients for more powerful Committees. Couple that with the
greater use of legislative powers and you can see the potential.
Jackie Baillie is the Scottish Labour MSP for Dumbarton

37

Devolution at 20: A Citizens Chamber would hold Holyrood to
account
– Jack McConnell
Originally posted 8 June 2019
It was such an honour to be a member of the first-ever elected Scottish Parliament
in 1999. Twenty years ago we arrived at its temporary home, excited and a little
nervous, but ready for action. In the years since, no one can reasonably deny that
Home Rule has changed Scotland for the better.
From the land reforms of the first session through the criminal Justice reforms of
the second, to new rights in education and health, Scotland’s Parliament has
modernised our laws and reflected our national will. Through all the ups and downs
of the past 20 years, Scotland is a much betterplace today than it was then.
The early years might have been, at times, controversial, but in March 2006, when
Scots the length and breadth of our country accepted the controversial smoking ban
in public places, the Parliament had finally come of age and was here to stay. The
success of the institution should never be measured by the policies or spending
decisions of individual ministers or administrations, or indeed by any scandals as
happen everywhere, often. It should be measured by the body of legislation and the
way in which the institution speaks for Scotland when the need arises.
However, even successful parliaments should never become complacent. There is
a clear need to refresh the debating style in the parliament and sharpen up the
independence of its committee structure. The electoral system needs a review – for
example, the regional lists encourage far too much loyalty to party ahead of
constituents – and in London the UK Government must soon refresh and renew its
approach to working with the governments of the devolved nations in Edinburgh,
Cardiff and Belfast. It is surely time to abolish the territorial Secretaries of State
and replace them with something more in keeping with the new UK.
The Scottish Parliament has taken on many new powers, including new financial
powers, over these 20 years and these extended powers – and the experience of
devolution in practice – should ask questions about the accountability (or lack of
it) practised in the single chamber at Holyrood. I am not in favour of an elected
Second Chamber for the Scottish Parliament, and I am certainly not in favour of
more elected politicians – we have more than enough already. But I do feel that
some additional accountability needs to be built into the system as a check on
ministers’ decision-making and the largely partisan way that backbenchers have
loyally followed administrations.
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Local government has a less dynamic voice now in Scotland than in the predevolution days. That has also been a challenge for many in wider Scottish society,
including the trade unions, businesses, faiths and voluntary organisations.
So one option might be the creation of a part-time consultative Citizen’s Chamber
that could include a representative of every local council in Scotland and
representatives from different walks of life. Not professional lobbyists, but local
people active in their organisations and communities and chosen by some form of
representative selection to serve for a couple of years at a time.
Such an assembly could review the budget, comment on significant legislation and
the programme for government, and be used as a consultative mechanism where
difficult controversies and challenges demand a wider level of participation and
involvement. The original principles have been good guide for Scotland’s
Parliament in these first two decades, but no-one can honestly say hand on heart
that they have been implemented consistently and effectively all the time. There is
room for refreshing the way we seek to govern, and inviting more voices into the
discussion might just be a good start.
Rt Hon Lord Jack McConnell was MSP for Motherwell & Wishaw 1999-2011
and First Minister of Scotland 2001-2007
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Devolution at 20 – First Minister’s speech
–Nicola Sturgeon
Speech originally given 18 June 2019
Thank you, Chris.
And thanks to Reform Scotland for organising this event.
The contributions you have encouraging in recent weeks from a range of
individuals and parties have been genuinely interesting and thought provoking and
I hope tonight’s event can add something to that. What I want to do tonight before
we get into some discussion is really three things.
Firstly, reflect on some of the successes of devolution – as I see them of the last
two decades of devolution then look at some of the key challenges Scotland will
face over the next 20 years and beyond.
And finally, look at the current predicament of the UK, and what that might mean
for devolution and Scotland in the future as well.
But firstly a look back. I was early in the first days which makes me feel old as I’m
sure as it does for everybody that was there with me. But inevitably, like many of
my colleagues, I’ve spent quite a bit of time recently thinking about the early days
of devolution.
There’s no doubt that taking my place in a new institution, as a new MSP, alongside
128 others, is one of the highlights of my life. And I remember too the mood of
optimism that was around not just within the parliament, but the mood of optimism
that prevailed in the country.
That mood was captured on the very first day the parliament sat, very well in my
view by Winnie Ewing who was the oldest elected member then and as such, she
convened proceedings and gave a speech which ended with these words.
“It was said that 1707 was the end of an auld sang. All of us here can begin to
write together a new Scottish song, and I urge all of you to sing it in harmonyfortissimo.”
And in my view – for all the inevitable ups and downs – that note of optimism
Winnie Ewing struck that day has largely been vindicated.
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Of course, that wasn’t universally predicted at the time. Before the 1997
referendum, one William Hague argued that “The tartan tax would lead to foreign
investors saying no to Scotland.”
And a young little-known journalist called Michael Gove (whatever happened to
him?) said that devolution would lead to “a brain drain, a flight of finance as well
as skilled labour,” and “add to the burden of business taxation”.
Now those warnings were of course comprehensively wrong. Devolution didn’t
deter foreign investors – Scotland for the last few years has actually been the top
location in the UK for attracting inward investment outside of London.
Devolution didn’t create a brain drain –we have benefited hugely from being able
to attract workers and students from across the UK and overseas.
And it didn’t add to the burden of business taxation – it enabled this Scottish
Government to create a small business bonus, which of course the UK Government
later emulated.
And none of that really should be surprising. There was always something bizarre
about the assumption that a Scottish Parliament would consistently act in ways that
were harmful to Scotland.
Of course, we now hear many of the same arguments used against independence.
And in both cases they are, in my view, ill-founded.
Throughout the last 20 years – and this is to the credit of all the parties in the
parliament – that institution has worked to make a difference to the lives of people
across Scotland.
In doing so, yes it has made mistakes. All parliaments do. And some areas some
people will think with justification that it hasn’t made as much progress as they
would have wanted it to do. And certainly in the early years – particularly before
the parliament building was completed and I remember this very well – those were
rocky ones. But overall in the round I strongly believe the record of achievement
is a significant one.
The parliament might not always have sung in harmony, as Winnie Ewing hoped
and perhaps in a democracy we should never want a democracy to sing in harmony.
But in our debates we have sought – and often sometimes even managed to reach
– consensus. We have shown that a proportionally elected chamber can do things
differently from Westminster – and actually do them well.
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Land reform; the ban on smoking in public places; PR in council elections; the
most ambitious climate change legislation anywhere in the world; equal marriage;
minimum unit pricing for alcohol – all of these and many more initiatives have
helped, or are helping, to make this country a better and fairer one.
Along the way we have gained new powers, and we have built, or we are building,
new institutions – for example a new tax agency and a social security agency – that
were never envisaged or not envisaged by all of us in 1999. And that process is
continuing. Two weeks ago, the parliament voted unanimously to create an
enterprise agency to help with economic growth in the South of Scotland. Work to
establish the new Scottish National Investment Bank is underway – and in my
view has the potential to be one of the most transformative steps that the Parliament
has taken.
And, while this sometimes and legitimately provokes different views, the Scottish
Parliament has also, where appropriate, maintained, enhanced or created universal
services – tuition fees and personal care for older people as examples. The baby
box is a more recent example – and of course we have a substantial expansion of
childcare underway right now.
And by doing all of that, and this is important, we have supported the idea of a
social contract at a time when it has been threatened elsewhere.
We recognise that everyone contributes to our society – at different times and in
different ways – and so everyone should receive a level of support in return. And
these universal services don’t just make people’s lives better – although I think
they do. But they also help to build the solidarity and cohesion which are essential
to a good society.
And I think the Parliament can be genuinely proud of these achievements, and
many more besides. And it is perhaps telling that the most recent Scottish Social
Attitudes Survey found that more than 60% of people trust the Scottish Parliament
to act in the country’s best interests. For the UK the corresponding score is 21%.
Let me say this very clearly here, that contrast with the UK Parliament can’t and
shouldn’t be a source of complacency – not least because doing better than
Westminster is not a particularly high bar to pass these days.
But it is also the case that attitudes can and do change – to retain and grow trust,
Holyrood must continue to make a tangibly positive difference to people’s lives.
We’ve got to continue to improve our schools – a key focus of my government.
We’ve got a big job to do to ensure our health service can adapt to an ageing
population. We must focus on our productivity as a country our growth rates, and
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do so in a way that is sustainable. We need also to live up to the focus on wellbeing
which we set out very explicitly in the latest iteration of the national performance
framework. Growth cannot be an end in itself, it has to be the means by which we
enable people to live happy and healthy and fulfilling lives.
And of course we need to do all of this while we adapt to the big challenges, the
profound challenges, that we, in common with other countries, face in the years
ahead.
Now I can’t go into all of those today – a speech of this nature is never going to do
justice to issues like artificial intelligence, the impact of automation, and adapting
to an ageing population, but it is clear they will require detailed and focused
attention by the parliament in the years ahead. But I do want to touch briefly on a
couple of interlinked issues.
The first and most important is the climate crisis. It will be the defining challenge
of the next 20 years – not simply for Scotland, but for the world.
As a country we’ve made significant progress over the past two decades. We are –
and are seen to be – a world leader in cutting emissions. But we need to do far, far
more. In fact by the time our Parliament marks its 40th anniversary, Scotland will
need to be on the very verge of becoming a carbon-neutral economy. And in just a
few years after that, we will require to be a net-zero emitter of all greenhouse gases
if we are live up to our international obligations.
Now the change required to achieve that will be profound.
The change will affect the design of our cities, the way we travel, and the heating
of our homes. It requires an end to the throwaway culture, a more circular economy.
It will involve tree planting, peat restoration, alongside the development of entirely
new technologies.
Our challenge here is not just to do all of that, but to aim to lead the world as we
do it.
There is of course a moral imperative here – Scotland after all led the world into
the carbon age. But there’s also a massive opportunity if we get this right. Many of
the changes we need to make will help our environment and, we if we do get it
right, it will create jobs and grow our economy as well.
However we’ve seen in previous economic transformations that it is too easy for
people and communities to be left behind.
I grew up in Ayrshire in the 70s and 80s and I remember vividly the impact of
deindustrialization as I was growing up. The fear of unemployment was pervasive.
43

Lasting scars were left on many communities. And elements of that legacy are still
with us today.
We can’t let that happen again and that’s a big challenge. Instead we must now
must position ourselves to maximise the domestic economic potential of the
renewables and low carbon revolution.
That’s of course why we appointed a Just Transition Commission last year, to help
ensure that economic and technological change that lies ahead of us will create a
fairer and happier society as well as a wealthier one.
Promoting equality and tackling poverty is very linked to what I’ve been talking
about, has been a consistent priority for the Scottish Parliament.
We are the only part of the UK to have statutory targets for reducing and ultimately
eradicating child poverty.
That said setting targets in itself doesn’t deliver the change we need to see.
And while poverty and child poverty rates in Scotland are lower than in other parts
of the UK they are still far too high. And we’ve got to recognise, perhaps more
than we have done previously as a society, poverty and inequality damages all of
us – all of lose out when economic disadvantage stops people from contributing
fully to society.
That’s why as a Government now we’re continuing to promote policies like the
living wage. It’s why we will shortly set out plans for a targeted income supplement
to help us deliver those targets on child poverty. And it’s why we put so much
focus on closing the education attainment gap and ensure equal access to higher
and further education.
It is a hard fact, of course, that right now we do tackle poverty with one hand tied
behind our back. UK measures like the bedroom tax or the benefits freeze run
counter to what we seek to achieve.
And of course every penny we spend trying to mitigate these policies is money that
we are not able to invest more strategically and proactively – something that the
UN Special Rapporteur on poverty recently described as outrageous and
unsustainable.
And it begs the question – the question for the future – why should we spend
hundreds of millions of pounds mitigating the impact of policies from elsewhere,
rather than taking the powers we need to take different decisions in the first place.
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And there are I think some echoes here of the years before devolution. Social
justice was so central to the campaigns of the 80s and 90s which helped to create
the Scottish Parliament.
That was linked to concern about a democratic deficit.
People disliked policies being imposed on Scotland against the will of the majority
who lived here. And of course the poll tax became the totemic example of that.
But it was just one example.
Immense damage to Scottish communities, like the one I grew up in, was caused
by an out of touch Conservative Party that was unelected in Scotland over a period
of 18 years.
But now I fear a similarly out of touch Tory Government, led by perhaps an even
more reckless leader, could cause as much damage as Mrs Thatcher and John Major
did.
And while they took 18 year to do it, the new leader, whoever he may be, could do
as much – or more – damage in just 18 weeks.
Because by the end of October this year, Scotland could be heading, not just for a
damaging Brexit that we didn’t vote for, but for a catastrophic No Deal Brexit.
Indeed the person who seems almost certain, although you never know, but the
person right now who appears almost certain to be the next Conservative leader
and Prime Minister seems to relish that prospect.
I have to say at this stage as an aside, it is surely deeply concerning that the
Conservative Party is even contemplating putting into the office of Prime Minister
someone whose tenure as Foreign Secretary was risible, lacking in any seriousness
of purpose or basic competence and who, over the years, has gratuitously offended
so many, from gay people, to Africans, Muslim women and many others.
But while that, for now, is a matter for the Tories it does further illustrate the
different political trajectories of Scotland and other parts of the UK.
And it raises the more fundamental question of whether the UK in its current form,
and therefore devolution in its current form, is capable of properly accommodating
those differences.
Now I have to be candid at this stage and admit that I am not a neutral observer of
these matters but it does seem to me that these days, the unionist offer to Scotland
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amounts to not much more than ‘your views don’t matter, do as you’re told and, if
you don’t like it, tough, we will do it anyway”.
And Brexit starkly illustrates that point.
The votes of people here have been ignored. The Scottish Government’s attempts
at compromise were rejected. And votes in the Scottish Parliament opposing Brexit
and a subsequent power grab were disregarded.
And no-one on the unionist side of this debate seems willing, or able, to articulate
a vision for the union that comes anywhere close to the 2014 promise of an ‘equal
partnership’.
Of course, for those of us who support independence, as the next stage of
Parliament’s journey, there is still an onus, a responsibility on us, to make the
positive case and not simply rely on the disintegration of the case for the union.
Nicola Sturgeon has been Scotland’s First Minister since 2014 and has been
and MSP since 1999.
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You lost me at ‘teen’
– Katie Birrell
Originally posted 20 June 2019
A browse through online responses to a recent BBC report on a speech given by
Greta Thunberg to parliament in April provides an interesting illustration of youth
activism today. Messages of support and enthusiasm are in abundance, yet, while
Thunberg may have achieved an audience with MPs and a roundtable discussion
with most major party leaders, comments such as ‘You lost me at ‘teen’’ and ‘She’s
a child! Why are you treating her as an oracle?’ litter the replies. With the
prominence of youth activism rising, such an example evidences the wider
interaction with youth movements. As a student and member of the European
Youth Parliament since 2015, directly witnessing and experiencing the
increasingly visible impacts of youth activism have served to inform my view of
its continued value, both to the individual and our society as a whole.
Youth activism has, however, been received with some scepticism. In fact, Piers
Corbyn, brother of the Labour leader, attracted headlines when he tweeted:
‘Listening to an ignorant brainwashed child is deranged. I am an actual scientist of
physics Meteorology, astrophysics and climate and say @GretaThunberg is wrong
and suffers mental abuse by manipulative adults.’ Such denial of the autonomy and
validity of young voices has been commonplace among responses to youth
movements and Thunberg has been provoked to respond to portrayals of her
activism as that of a political puppet and victim of educational indoctrination. On
a generational scale, the characterisation of a ‘snowflake generation’ attributes the
rising activism of many young people to hypersensitivity, rather than legitimate
political concerns. A self-perpetuating cycle, objections to such labelling simply
appear to substantiate the use of the term against youth activists, denying the
legitimacy of their views.
In spite of this, the impacts of the ‘Greta Effect’ have been far-reaching and
poignant. Beginning in August 2018, and with no signs of stopping, the
#FridaysForFuture school strikes evidence the commitment of young people to
inciting change, as well as an unwavering belief in the value of young opinions.
Despite the inability of many to vote, the communicative power utilised by young
people has contributed to the shift in perceptions of environmentally oriented
parties from fringe idealists to credible political forces. The spread of school
climate strikes to at least 120 countries has clearly indicated increased democratic
engagement of young people and was followed by the unprecedented success of
the Green Party in the European Parliament Election. The success of the German
Greens was largely attributed to first-time voters, a group among which the greens
took the highest share of votes.[1] In Scotland, citing a catalysing interaction with
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young climate strikers, Nicola Sturgeon declared a climate emergency at the SNP
Spring Conference, and UK MPs followed in May by making the country the first
to declare a climate emergency. Thus, the globalisation, coordination and success
of the #FridaysForFuture movement has undoubtedly instilled an increased sense
of agency among young people.
Globally, politicians have credited youth activism with seismic shifts in policy.
Following the Stoneman Douglas High shooting, school walkouts and marches
engendered a swift implementation of new gun restrictions, raising the minimum
age to purchase a firearms and extending the waiting period. Contrary to
conspiracies claiming that students such as David Hogg, who played a key role in
the precipitated activism, were crisis actors, in announcing the change in policy,
state governor, Rick Scott addressed the students, saying, “You helped change your
state. You made a difference. You should be proud.”[2]
While strikes and marches exemplify activism in a somewhat traditional sense,
social media has also played an integral role in contemporary youth activism. As a
large portion of life as a young person plays out online and, with a single social
media account providing access to a cornucopia of information and opportunities,
from the trivial to the world-altering, young people participate daily in activism,
through their online consumption and contributions. Millennial and Generation Z
cohorts and their online identities shape, and are shaped by, social movements.
This symbiosis has visibly manifested among recent marketing trends, with a
barrage of companies using social issues to attract young consumers, increasing
the perception of the inseparability of activism and everyday life for young people.
Such engagement with policy is reflected in the increasing engagement of young
voters, with the UK seeing a 16% point increase in the number of people aged 1824 turning out to vote in the 2017 General Election, on 2015.[3]
As a young person, in the context of the youth movements of the past year, I feel
both more impetus and agency to voice my frustrations and hopes. Not only have
I experienced an increased sense of the value of my vote, I have become vastly
more aware of the power of my voice as an individual, in following the colossal
swell of Greta Thunberg’s movement. Millions of young people today have taken
to the streets to hold adults accountable for issues that affect them and I am
confident that this personal sense of accountability to society and the world is not
lost on young activists. Participating in the Youth Strike for Parliament on the 15th
of March brought me an affirming sense of this ethos of social responsibility and I
have often found myself reflecting on one particular occurrence on the day.
Standing on the fringes of the protest outside the Scottish Parliament were a pair
of schoolboys, who held hastily made signs, shunning women’s rights. The crowd
was largely averting their attention from the pair, who I expect viewed it was an
amusing prank. Yet, when a schoolgirl marched over and swiftly relocated the
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signs to a (recycling) bin nearby, the cheers of the young crowd gave me a
heartening outlook for our future. It affirmed my belief that young people are
fostering a culture in which we will continue hold each other, as well as older
generations, accountable for the condition of our society. Ultimately, if the
‘hypersensitivity’ of our generation continues to foster attempts to improve our
world, I am hopeful that we will build an environment in which our own, and future
generations, will thrive.
https://www.zeit.de/politik/deutschland/2019-05/europawahlergebnisklimapolitik-fridays-for-future-protestwahl-gruene
[2]
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/09/us/florida-governor-gun-limits.html
[3]
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/datablog/nginteractive/2017/jun/20/young-voters-class-and-turnout-how-britain-voted-in2017
[1]

Katie Birrell is a 20-year-old student at the University of St Andrews and
Member of the European Youth Parliament.
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Give Them Time campaign: A Year in Review
– Patricia Anderson
Originally posted 27 June 2019
I didn’t set out to start a campaign but then again, who ever does?
The Deferral Support Scotland Facebook group was set up in May 2018 for parents
to obtain accurate information on the legal right to defer p1 start for any child still
age four at the school commencement date (almost half of councils’ websites
provided inaccurate eligibility details at that time – see point 5 of our
evidence here) as well as being a place to share experiences of applying for
continued nursery funding in different local authorities.
I was stunned immediately by the discussions of parents being misinformed about
their rights, conflicting advice being given about application processes from those
who should know, inaccurate information being provided on councils’ websites
and in their letters to parents, dismissive attitudes towards deferrals and widely
varying supposedly “child-centred” processes in place across local authorities for
determining who will get funding or not.
This couldn’t be right, could it? Surely such poor practice and inconsistency would
have been exposed and challenged by now if these comments were really true?
Surely so much time and resource couldn’t be justifiably spent by councils on such
processes? Surely there would have been a media outcry? There hadn’t been and
so the Give Them Time campaign was born.
KEY ISSUES
Postcode Lottery
Obtaining a PhD can seem easier than successfully applying for a funded deferral
in some local authority areas (I’ve written about this here and here) such as
Inverclyde Council which has funded an average of only 13% of requests in recent
years (including 0 out of 41 in 2014/2015) whereas Moray, Renfrewshire and East
Ayrshire have funded 100%.
Miscommunication
I’ve seen misleading correspondence from various councils to parents about
deferred entry being granted or not. The reasonable interpretation of such language
is that a council has the legal right to deny a deferral and not “just” the continued
funding and continued place at the same nursery.
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On 5/4/19 COSLA’s Children and Young people’s Board agreed to greater
transparency regarding deferral rights and application processes but the campaign
has seen no evidence of this being implemented yet. Many councils’ websites are
still inaccurate and letters are still being sent to parents with ambiguous if not
downright misleading text in them.
We welcome COSLA’s commitment to greater transparency but refusing to agree
a date by which this will happen is extremely disappointing. It shouldn’t require a
national agreement of 32 local authorities to ensure they provide accurate
information to the public and we shouldn’t have to check up on whether it’s
happening or not.
HIGHS
* Scottish Government run websites have been updated with correct deferral
information.
* A members’ debate on the campaign’s aims took place in the Scottish Parliament
on 1st May 2019 at which cross-party support was established.
* On 20tht June 2019 North Lanarkshire Council voted unanimously to
automatically fund continued nursery places for all children legally deferring p1
start.
* We’ve provided accurate information on the legal right to defer and the
application process in each local authority to hundreds of people across Scotland
(there are now almost 1400 members in our Facebook group).
LOWS
* The Scottish Government still insists that the move to play-based pedagogy in
many p1 classes across the country smooths the transition to school and mitigates
the need for deferral. We disagree (you can read why here).
* On 2nnd May 2019, Fife Council, the third largest local authority in Scotland,
failed to carry a motion to move to an automatic funding model for deferrals.
* Parents continue to be undermined by being dragged through long, drawn out
processes often involving an army of professionals to establish if the local authority
agrees that they are indeed making a decision in the best interests of their child by
choosing to defer them. Writing a supporting statement for a deferral funding
application can feel like preparing evidence for a defence in court and often
involves writing a list of a child’s “deficits”. The law states that being a parent is
enough but in practice it’s not.
CHALLENGES AHEAD
1140 Hours
Thirty hours a week of free early learning and childcare for 3-5 year olds is coming
in Aug 2020 with many councils piloting it now. This means some children are
already getting 30 free hours a week of nursery more than a year before this
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entitlement becomes statutory. Meanwhile those mid-Aug to 31 Dec borns being
deferred (who aren’t entitled to start nursery till the Jan after they turned 3 and who
will therefore only be entitled to a maximum of 1.5 years of funding) continue to
be forced to jump through hoops for a further year’s funding whilst others enjoy
14 hours extra a week prematurely. Will councils fund fewer “discretionary”
deferrals if they now have to finance 30 hours instead of the previous 16?
East Dunbartonshire Council
Earlier this month EDC decided to fund all 3 year olds to start nursery the day after
their third birthday rather than the term after it when the Scottish Government
funding kicks in. This means that a child born on 1 sMarch will have had 2 years
and 4 months of nursery before the first point they can start school whereas a
31stDec born child will have had a maximum of 1.5 years – that’s 10 months of
difference. How can this be fair or even affordable for the Council as it means
keeping spaces unfilled from Aug till Mar-June the following year for a third of
three year olds, some of whom may only attend for a few weeks or even days if
their birthday falls in June. EDC is even promoting this as “Good News!” on
their website. Will this policy change make it even more difficult to get continued
nursery funding for mid-Aug to Dec born deferrals with availability being stretched
so much?
THE WAY FORWARD
We have lots of ongoing work and options to consider: a public petition to the
Scottish Parliament, another parliamentary debate (this time with a vote), meeting
with the Minister for Children and Young People again, discussions with COSLA,
civil servants, liaising with individual local authorities, councillors and MSPs,
more Freedom of Information requests, information events for parents in Glasgow
and Edinburgh – the list goes on.
As long as parents have the legal right to decide whether to defer their four-yearold or not and as long as councils or the Scottish Government fail to take a uniform
approach, we won’t stop fighting for continued nursery funding for them. As
Reform Scotland’s Early Years’ Lottery report highlighted in Jan 2017, our flawed
system perpetuates “institutionalised age discrimination” and it’s definitely not
Getting it Right for Every Child.
Patricia Anderson is a campaign spokesperson for Give Them Time
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Getting it right for every learner: incremental redesign for
improved outcomes
– Sarah Atkin
Originally posted 13 August 2019
On a positive note, the Scottish upper secondary exam system, remains, in my view
better than its English counterpart despite recent bad headlines. The broader ‘gold
standard’ of 5 Highers in a single sitting, across a range of disciplines remains a
reliable indicator of potential for undergraduate study but a greater range of
challenging learning experiences in upper secondary for all learners, whether or
not they aspire to higher education, is surely going to turn out more roundly
educated, intellectually curious and skilled young people.
The tenets of Scottish education – breadth and academic rigour – within a
comprehensive and largely inclusive school system are what Scottish education
was famed for when I was growing up in England. It is ironic, then that when the
traditional Scottish approach is possibly at its most relevant to the wider needs of
the economy/society, there’s disquiet that these principles are slowly being
undermined through early subject narrowing and structural design that misfires:
the unintended consequence of reform.
Concern expressed over subject narrowing impacting on young people’s
opportunities, on social justice and on Scotland’s economic future cannot be
brushed under the carpet. Neither can the bigger picture on attainment, or the
‘postcode lottery’ of subject access that has emerged since the new qualifications
and school structure were introduced. A ‘flexible’ and largely open ended senior
phase of S4-S6 looks good on paper but cannot work in practice with inherent
design flaws.







There’s no ‘closure’ to the S1 – 3 phase (e.g. in the Republic of Ireland their
junior phase is concluded with an externally examined Certificate with exams
again at the end of their senior phase.)
National 5 courses do not lend themselves easily to one year of study.
The system as a whole remains fixed around S5/Highers and the needs of the
cohort of learners taking them: the most able. The aspiration for ‘flexibility’
over 3 years conflicting with the still adhered to ‘gold standard’ of 5 Highers
in one sitting; the benchmark for access to top universities.
Designing a ‘flexible’/open ended 3-year phase also assumes, rather naïvely,
that all teenagers are naturally imbued with equal levels of self-motivation
and a drive to succeed regardless of background or ability. The opposite is
true.
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It’s not the S5 year, per se that’s the issue but what comes before it (S4). S1-S3 is
for ‘breadth’ and S4 dramatically narrowed at the point when most teenagers
require incentives to do pretty much anything.
Commentators rarely look at the upper secondary experience from the hypothetical
perspective of a middle/lower ability learner. A pupil without a specific or clear
‘pathway’ figured out. It’s important to consider school from their eyes.
Courses reduced to 6 (Maths and English + 4) in S4 means the opportunity to ‘mix
it up’ outside a core is near impossible. This impacts more on less confident and
less motivated learners. Narrowing will likely pivot them towards less academic
options, given that pupil ‘choice’ is the orthodoxy. However, with school budgets
constrained practical options are often cut back and certified courses in these
curricular areas less available. Class composition in practical learning will be less
mixed in terms of ability than would have been the case under the old system. Less
able pupils might then feel slightly ‘on the fringes’ of school life as a result and
further de-motivated. They’ll possibly have to choose a day a week at college to
pursue a subject of interest; something their more academically able peers will
never have to consider as they progress through the school. (Of course it’s practical
learning that’s so often motivating and enjoyable for all pupils and offers a wealth
of transferrable skills.)
To fit S4/National 5 courses into a year under the strict S4 – S6 phase, each subject
will run for 5 periods per week. Some schools opt for a hybrid version of S3 –
choice at the end of S2 but to 10 subjects (inc. Maths/English/). Each free choice
in S3 is studied for just 2 periods a week per subject. The ‘leap’ to S4 is a shock to
the system. S3 felt like a bit of a ‘coast’, not a ‘step up’. Another design flaw. From
the S3 experience it wasn’t clear X subject was going to prove so hard. The pace
in S4 is frantic because there’s so much content. There’s very little time or ‘space’
to take it all in. I have personally witnessed under-confident – but still capable –
pupils’ quickly overwhelmed and ready to give up; perhaps ‘dropping back’ to a
National 4 feeling like failures.
Being in the middle or just below, these pupils won’t be on the radar for support
either, especially with dwindling school budgets. They may not have
encouragement or additional support available at home either. Teenagers so often
don’t want to confide in their parents anyway.
S4 is a ‘dash’ just like the S5 Higher year has always been. The difference is that
those aiming for 5 Highers in S5 will be the most academically able with a very
clear ambition – university. There’s a point to it all for them. (Even for the 5
Highers cohort limiting choice in S4 to just 6 courses is problematic. What of those
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wishing to continue with 3 sciences and/or 2 languages in S4? Not as easy to keep
your future study options open.) For the rest, where’s their incentive to carry
on? In this scenario, some will look to leave school as soon as possible for negative
reasons, perhaps without the emotional maturity to sustain effort outside the
structure of a school community. No closure either. Here one day. Gone the next.
The system needs to meet the needs of all learners in a more equitable and
motivational way in upper secondary, especially for those in the middle – the too
often overlooked ‘invisible’ cohort whose pathway out of school isn’t so clear
cut. But how? Schools do not want more upheaval. Could some redesign and a
pivot in focus address the systemic flaws and incentivise more pupils to aspire and
attain?
Firstly, let’s deal with the world as it is. Academic qualifications matter. You have
them forever. They are your passport. We are told that our children are moving
into a complex and less stable world where they’ll change jobs countless times;
where they’ll need to be more adaptable; smarter; savvy; possessed of higher order
intellectual capacity and skill to compete. A world where low skilled work will be
scarce. On this basis, any education system should surely aim for the majority of
pupils to achieve at least a broad spread of generic academic qualifications at
National/Level 5 before they leave school to set them up for whatever comes next
and for their longer term prospects. It is a social justice and an economic imperative
to raise the bar of aspiration; not dumb it down. Where you start should not be
where you end up. The less privileged rarely get second chances. Currently the
system isn’t geared towards incentivising enough pupils to aim high.
To meet this ambition it is vital to keep as many young people as possible within
the school system, inclusively, for as long as possible – for me that’s at least to the
end of a meaningful and fulfilling S5 for every pupil. A re-design and/or a shift in
focus is needed. Some ideas.
First. Is breadth at the wrong end of the secondary experience? Should the S1 –
S3 phase be kept ‘core’; allowing more resources, teacher hours and energy
directed at opening up opportunities and experiences for the latter senior
phase? Also, it’s important to ask whether S3 provides sufficient preparation for a
more intense level of study.
Second. It has struck me over the years that a huge amount of effort goes into
making S6 meaningful – the primary beneficiaries being those who have likely
already got most out of the system.
What if similar effort and resource were directed towards making S5 genuinely
more meaningful to boost the aspiration of middle/lower achievers? The carrot to
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get them through the ‘dry’ grind of S4. In this context an S4 of ‘it’s only a year so
head down’ is more appealing than the old 2-year course. The message given is
that learning opportunities ‘open up’ in S5 for you as well, within school if you
just get a core spread ‘nailed’.
There are less traditional SQA Level 5 and Level 6 courses that do not have exams
but would provide challenge, motivation and breadth. Similarly, some National 5
optionscould be run just for S5/S6 pupils – the ‘want to’ subjects instead of ‘have
to’ core – along with the Highers available for those at that standard. Refocus
school resources and teacher time to make the senior phase genuinely ‘broad’ in
choice and more genuinely inclusive. A taste of success will motivate greater
numbers to pursue higher level learning beyond S5 into S6 or college.
Finally, the above is not to ignore the needs of the university focused either. If
National 5 qualifications were to lend themselves more obviously to a 1-year
course of study then this new system would work as it’s meant to do. Alternatively,
if all schools were to configure their timetabling to allow for up to 7 choices in S4
(English/Maths + 5) – as some schools are managing to do whilst maintaining the
S1-S3 phase – this will go some way towards addressing the issue of progression
to Higher/Advanced Highers being inadvertently limited.
Sarah Atkin works in education and has been a contributor to the Commission
on School Reform. She is a former Labour Party member and parliamentary
candidate
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Leadership of Learning in a 21st Century Context: Could a
broader institutional perspective on ‘leadership of learning’
provide new energy in Scottish Education?
– Euan Mackie
Originally posted 28 August 2019
As educators, we are engaged with the concept of Leadership of Learning,
described in the General Teaching Council Scotland Standards and in Education
Scotland’s ‘How Good is Our School’. Kapur maintains that ‘leadership is the
process of providing direction and influencing individuals and groups to achieve
goals. It is a process which is as much bottom up than top down and less
hierarchical and didactic. It is about generating collaboration and dialogue about
learning.
Many institutions including Education Scotland (and inspectorate), the Scottish
Qualifications Agency, and local authorities currently strongly influence the prime
roles of management and teachers in all aspects of learning.
This reflects the national focus on teachers as being responsible for education and
hence learning in the classrooms. Teachers lead pupils through their learning and
are required to meet the expectations of everyone. This psychological perspective
results in an elaborated structure of guidance and protocols, and significant teacher
workload. Perhaps it also limits a broader freedom of entitlements and
opportunities for learning?
Other stakeholders – the pupils, parents, and community, are largely left out of this
dialogue. However, the four capacities of the Curriculum for Excellence flag up
personal responsibility for ones’ own learning. The concept of ‘Parents as Partners’
signpost that other stakeholders could be more actively involved than mere
recipients of educational hierarchy. It is too easy to pass all responsibility onto
teachers, who themselves become naturally beleaguered and sometimes egocentric in their role. We place unreasonable levels of expectations onto teachers for
a healthier and more educated society. Indeed, unfortunately, the Curriculum for
Excellence has mystified education to the exclusion of the general public and
indeed many teachers’ comprehension of its aims.
A core aspect within our understanding of the leadership of learning could benefit
from a different emphasis. From toddlers to professors, we have roles to influence,
interact with, and nurture our fellow peers and colleagues in their broad educational
development. We could take a more open psychological approach to view that all
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stakeholders in an educational institution, can be, and are indeed, ‘leaders of
learning’.
Toddlers are delighted to show their classmates simple ways of accomplishing
tasks. Pupils can assist in showing and explaining skills and ways of working to
others. Seniors can mentor and guide younger students. Apprentice type models
can operate, as currently in youth organisations. Volunteering and coaching can
become valuable opportunities in broadening understanding of ourselves and
others. Even academics can be open and generous in their involvement of
undergraduates. Parents can regain their place as valued educators and take
leadership roles with other parents and families. Community members of all ages
and backgrounds can aspire to lead others in a variety of skills, wisdom and
insight.
There is evidence that these approaches work and that we often learn more from
our peers and colleagues than from authority figures.
While the approach of peer to peer learning currently exists, it remains as a
periphery activity, often associated with added intervention. How can we
strategically shift a view that all participants can act as leaders of learning for their
peers, and that teachers are not the sole gatekeepers of learning?
One answer could be that quality improvement is formalised toward a collaborative
community, parent, pupil, school responsibility, and discussed and reported across
each group. This could refocus the teaching profession to being focused on sharing
responsibility for the four capacities (Successful learners; Confident individuals;
Responsible citizens; Effective contributors), and standing alongside pupil, parent,
and community partners, who also hold responsibility and accountability.
This is a broader perspective of educational opportunity and responsibility suited
to the 21st Century. The question arises then with every group, in every institution
and every community: “How can we promote collaboration and leadership of
others to assist our peers and colleagues in our work and growth?” It is a shared
and adult response, bringing discussion and innovative learning to the foreground
of communities.
Euan Mackie is an Educational Coach and Peace Education Researcher with
Service Civil International.
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After 20 years of Devolution, Can the Union Survive?
– Tony Blair
The following speech was given by former Prime Minister Tony Blair at a Reform
Scotland event on 8th October 2019
20 years ago, opinion was divided over the merits of devolution. Some said it
would end the claim for Independence. Others said it would be the slippery slope
which led to it. 20 years on, neither side has been proved right. But the referendum
of 2014 seemed to bring closure at least for the time being.
Then came Brexit. As we speak, virtually any of the Brexit options is possible from
No Deal Brexit to No Brexit. In fact, those most extreme options could be the most
possible. If we have this conversation on the 25 th anniversary of Devolution, we
could be talking in the context of a United Kingdom restored to stability or one in
the process of being broken up.
Such is the starkness of the choice before us.
When people say to me why are you putting your back so actively into stopping
Brexit, I say because it is a decision not for an election cycle but for a generation
or more, and it is decision I believe with every fibre of my political brain and heart
is a mistake of profound and historic proportions.
Of course, the fact that former leaders are of one view doesn’t make that view
correct. But it would give a rational person pause for thought. However, these are
not ‘pause for thought’ times.
Brexit is an existential threat to the United Kingdom. It imposes a strain on the
tensile material holding us together. It gives those who would break it, an additional
point of weight. I say that as a convinced Unionist, who will remain so, even if
Brexit happens.
The proposed Johnson Deal adds to that strain. It envisages Northern Ireland
staying within the European trading structure of the Single Market, even as Britain,
including Scotland, leaves it, despite the clear will of the Scottish people.
The reasons for the Union between England and Scotland remain powerful. But
the separate treatment of Northern Ireland when Scotland too has substantial
interests in staying within Europe’s trade zone, will not go unremarked.
Yet the Brexit fanatics in the Conservative and Unionist Party appear indifferent
to the effect of it on the Union.
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The risk in the present debate is that those opposed to Brexit in England are
winning the Parliamentary and legal battles but not moving the battle for public
opinion.
We have to re-focus on some fundamentals:
 No Deal Brexit is not No problem. It is an unprecedented step no modern
developed nation has taken, wrenching our economy overnight out of all its
preferential trade agreements in an utterly irresponsible gamble with our
living standards.
 Even a negotiated Hard Brexit is still Hard. It means for both industry and
service sectors leaving trading relationships built up over decades with the
countries on our doorstep and engaging in a fantasy that we can replace them
with those on a different continent.
 Neither No Deal nor Hard Brexit is the end of Brexit. We are not ‘moving
on’ in those scenarios but moving to the next phase of the Brexit agony.
 There is nothing undemocratic in these circumstances in giving the British
people the final say on any deal or the absence of one. In June 2016 we knew
what we were leaving but not where we were going. Now we do. We should
be entitled to pronounce on it.
 Now that everyone accepts that if Parliament is in deadlock, we should return
the decision to the people, it should be done via a referendum not a General
Election. The Cummings briefing this morning in the Spectator makes it
absolutely clear what the Tory strategy is: to mix Brexit up in a General
Election. This is an elephant trap of width and depth with large neon signs
around it, saying ‘Elephant Trap. Elephants of limited awareness please fall
in.’ I say to MPs: AVOID IT! Have an election by all means; but not to decide
Brexit. If Brexit is the question ask it of the people specifically, not in a
General Election.
We are in this perilous situation because British politics has broken down.
We will only escape it, when the centre of politics re-establishes itself as its strong
core. This is true of the UK and true also of Scotland. The march to the extremes
of both Labour and the Conservative Party – one in the hands of the far left, the
other morphing into a Brexit obsessed nationalist Party – has been a disaster for
the country. The Government is essentially mimicking the Brexit Party; and instead
of being faced with a coherent and unifying Opposition we have one sectarian in
its own politics and promising a revolution in the country’s politics.
Populism will exhaust itself in time. But here is the tragic dimension to Britain’s
populist insurgence. In other countries, populism has taken the form of the election
of leaders and Governments, whose tenure is naturally transient. Britain’s populism
has expressed itself in a decision of policy which is permanent.
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Politics must renew its core strength. Its centre. A place of reason. A place of
maximum agreement and respectful disagreement. The place where radical change
is pursued but of the practical and sensible kind, the kind which works.
It is also what Scotland needs. There will be a continuing debate around
Independence. But those opposing it need a strategy which celebrates the Union of
the UK, sees advantage in nation states being part of a bigger alliance such as the
European Union, and understands that changing lives depends less on constitutions
than on courageous and forward thinking policy and maps out an agenda for the
future. The single most important agenda item will be the technological revolution.
That – not Independence or Brexit – should dominate our politics.
It is that revolution which will re-shape everything. Understanding it requires an
open mind and networks of connectivity. Such an attitude is not the hallmark of a
citizen of nowhere, it is merely the recognition that to be a successful citizen of
somewhere, you need to be open to people everywhere.
Tony Blair was UK Prime Minister from April 1997 to June 2007.
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The debate should really be about choice
– Keir Bloomer
Originally posted 10 October 2019
It was inevitable that the recent upsurge in sectarianism in the west of Scotland
would give rise to renewed debate about the future of Catholic schools. That debate
has, equally predictably, been conducted in terms of whether separate schooling
gives rise to prejudice. Expressed in that way, the question is not an educational
one. Rather it is one concerned with the social effects of the existing arrangements.
There are, however, quite different ways of looking at the issues which raise
profound educational questions.
It is worth first considering the existing legal position. The current provisions are
contained in the Education (Scotland) Act 1982 which incorporates sections first
introduced in the Education Act 1918. It is frequently asserted that the 1918 Act
gave a privileged position to the Roman Catholic church. It is certainly the case
that the legislation was introduced in order to provide a mechanism for the state to
ensure the future financial viability of Catholic schools which had been set up at
its own expense by the relatively poor Catholic community. However, the Act does
not make any special provision for the RC or any other named church.
Instead, it enabled a ‘church or denomination’ that had established schools to hand
them over to the state while retaining certain rights in relation to the selection of
staff and limited areas of the curriculum. Under the Act a small number of
Episcopal schools also came into the state system. The Church of Scotland did not
make any use of the Act, presumably being satisfied that the non-denominational
schools would provide a form of religious observance and instruction in line with
its beliefs. The fact, then, that there are Catholic schools but not Protestant schools
is not the result of any bias in the legislation.
There has been one later interesting use – or threatened use – of the Act. In 1962
the Jewish community on the south side of Glasgow set up a school to provide
distinctively Jewish education. When it seemed that the school might become
financially unviable, it was reluctantly taken over by Glasgow Council which was
aware that it might be forced to do so under the existing legislation. Whether
Judaism
is
a
church
or
denomination
as
meant
by the legislators in 1918 is a question that the courts were spared the need to
consider. There are, of course, other religious bodies that could consider whether
they would be able to make similar use of the law.
The 1918 Act reflected the fact that, at the time, parents’ willingness to use state
schools would largely depend on whether those schools offered an acceptable form
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of religious education and worship. Although not described in these terms, it was
about parental choice. This is an aspect of the existing arrangements that is seldom
discussed. Nobody forces Catholic families to use the denominational sector, but
the great majority – at any rate in the west of Scotland – choose to do so. NonCatholics, such as me, might prefer that they did not make this choice but the fact
is that they do. Any action to close down RC schools must involve removing from
parents the right to make this choice.
A legitimate question, therefore, is whether it is important that the choice should
exist. Clearly, there are answers based on personal freedom but are there also
educational considerations?
The 1918 Act offered only one kind of choice; one based on the nature of the
religious education on offer. No doubt, that accurately reflected parental
educational concerns at the time. However, it is questionable whether it does so
today. In an increasingly secular society, parents are more likely to be interested in
the educational practices of the school, its ethos and its level of success.
The law in Scotland does afford a degree of choice in relation to such matters. Any
family can put in a placing request seeking the right for a child to attend a different
school from the catchment school. They do not require to give a reason but it might
be based on educational considerations, such as pedagogical philosophy or the
availability of a particular range of subjects, or any of a range of others such as
convenience of transport or having fallen out with the headteacher. So long as the
chosen school has space, the placing request will be granted.
This falls short of a clear right to select a school on educational grounds. A family
might wish to access a Steiner education or a school where the International
Baccalaureate is available. These seem to me to be legitimate choices. However, it
is very unlikely that they will be accommodated by the local authority. On the other
hand, there is a geographically limited opportunity to opt for a Gaelic medium
education. (Of course, there is no absolute right to a Catholic education either.
There are many areas of the country where that choice is simply not available.)
The question, therefore, might be reformulated; not about whether a particular kind
of religion should be available within the state sector but about whether reasonable
parental preferences – educational, religious or on other grounds – should be met
so long as disproportionate cost is not incurred. Such an approach would increase
diversity within the system. It could create the kind of circumstances in which the
system would be capable of learning from its own experience, which is not
currently the case.
There are, of course circumstances where it might be possible to demonstrate
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conclusively that the ability to make certain kinds of educational choice leads to
unacceptable adverse social consequences. In such cases there would be an
argument for withdrawing that right of choice. However, Scotland is not in that
situation. The causal link between religious choice and the existence of
sectarianism is not established beyond doubt. Any social harm, though very
regrettable, is hardly extreme. Other methods are available to combat it.
The purely educational argument supports wider choice on grounds more attuned
to contemporary concerns. The system would benefit from it.
Keir Bloomer is Chair of the Commission on School Reform.
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Simple but apparently not sufficient
– Keir Bloomer
Originally posted 24 October 2019
A few weeks ago I gave a talk to a group of Norwegian directors of education. At
one point I explained to them that Scottish teachers, trying to implement
Curriculum for Excellence, are supposed to be familiar with:
 4 capacities, covering 12 attributes and 24 capabilities
 5 levels
 7 principles, 6 entitlements and 10 aims
 8 curriculum areas and 3 interdisciplinary areas
 4 contexts for learning, and
 1820 experiences and outcomes.
They laughed uproariously. This was the healthy reaction I was hoping for. The
self-evident absurdity of it all tickled their sense of humour.
Unfortunately, I have yet to get a similar reaction from a group of Scottish
teachers. So familiar are they with the machine’s infinite capacity for producing
gibberish that they have lost any capacity for surprise, still less amusement.
The list above comes from the report on the implementation of the broad, general
education phase of Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) published in December 2015
by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). As
part of their study, the international team had set out to unearth all the official
material in relation to CfE. One of the more junior members of the team – a young
Spanish woman as I recall – was set the task and found 20,000 pages of guidance. I
can only hope that her duties did not include reading it.
OECD recommended that a new narrative should be produced for CfE, adhering to
the original principles but focusing on ‘the core matters of curriculum, assessment
and pedagogy’. It should be clear and simple. The task of creating the new
narrative was seen as a task of ‘political leadership’; presumably ministerial clout
was seen as a necessary prerequisite for cutting through the dense thicket of overelaborate advice that had been allowed to flourish.
Nearly four years later, the new narrative has appeared in the form of a set of 4 web
pages. It certainly passes the test of simplicity. For the most part, it is also
clear. There are instances of unnecessary jargon. Why are we told that “Individual
settings and practitioners” are empowered to make decisions about the
curriculum? What is a ‘setting’? Would anybody be confused if the reference
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were just to teachers? However, this kind of unnecessary verbal contortion is not
the norm. The text is generally easy to read.
There is an attempt also to give practical guidance on how to implement the
principles of the curriculum. 5 short pieces of advice are offered in a form that fits
within a web-page of reasonable length. These include ‘Knowing the big ideas’. It
is a pity that this was not seen as a priority after the original Curriculum for
Excellence mission statement was published fifteen years ago. The advice is –
inevitably – kept short and is at a high level of generality. However, it should serve
to provoke reflection in schools and provide a kind of checklist for use in
curriculum design.
In short, this is a useful resource; one that would almost certainly have been even
more useful had it been available much earlier in the process of CfE
implementation. It addresses issues of purpose and principle, seeking to explain
the big ideas. It focuses particularly on the four purposes (still referred to by the
unnecessary jargon ‘capacities’), the contexts for learning and the
entitlements. But what of the many other items in the list above? What is now
their status?
Teachers, like the OECD, have been seeking clarity and simplicity. They want an
authoritative source that summarises all that is essential. And they want the rest to
disappear.
The new narrative, therefore, should have been accompanied by a statement that
all the other apparatus of CfE, all the 20,000 pages of guidance, is now, at most,
optional reading. That is where the OECD’s idea of political leadership comes
in. It takes courage to admit that CfE has been needlessly complicated and that
much of the guidance produced has been of poor quality. It takes courage also to
acknowledge that some of the major difficulties of implementation – the restriction
of subject choice in S4 and the increase in multi-level teaching are good examples
– have actually been created by the official guidance. And it will take courage to
‘declutter’ the landscape – remember that word from the early days of CfE? – by
withdrawing piles of existing guidance or reducing its status that of optional
reading. Yet that is exactly what is required.
I do not suggest that the new web pages form the basis for such radical
action. More detail would be needed – perhaps something similar to a shortened
version of a Building the Curriculum paper, a single authoritative source of
manageable size. For all their merits, the new webpages do not fulfil that remit.
After four years the task set by OECD has still to be tackled. A refreshed narrative
that does not have the capacity to replace all that has gone before is simply yet
another addition to the pile.
Keir Bloomer is chair of the Commission on School Reform
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The problem of multi-level teaching
– Keir Bloomer
Originally posted 14 November 2019
Much attention has been paid recently to the incidence of multi-course or multilevel teaching; a form of organisation in which pupils studying different courses
are taught in the same classroom by a single teacher.
It has to be acknowledged at the outset that this is not a new phenomenon. Even
fifty years ago, it was not uncommon to see a single pupil sitting alone at the back
of an S3 or S4 class which was studying for the newly-introduced O Grade
examinations. Usually the loner would be aiming to retake a Higher or perhaps
gain a pass in a new subject in S6. He or she usually received a little of the
teacher’s attention while the class was working on its own and often handed in
some written work at the end of the period to be marked. It wasn’t an ideal
arrangement but it certainly didn’t provoke the kind of concern that is evident
today.
Why should it? The main class didn’t lose out. And, in any event, the number of
pupils involved was very small.
Today’s situation is very different. A previously marginal practice seems to have
become routine. The number of pupils being taught in multi-level classes appears
to be rising rapidly. In many schools, two or more classes which would previously
have been treated as quite distinct are being taught together. Thus, groups of
Higher and N5 students may be in the same room with the teacher struggling to
deal simultaneously with two sets of content and widely varying levels of
difficulty. Three levels in the same room is far from unknown.
The changes in examinations brought in as part of CfE implementation are often
unhelpful in this context. Under Standard Grade, in a significant number of
subjects, it was fair to say that Foundation, General and Credit passes represented
different levels of attainment on a common course with common content. No
doubt teaching the wide spread of likely success presented challenges to the teacher
but not greater than those presented by a mixed ability class in S1 or S2. Now N4
and N5 are different courses. They also have very different assessment
regimes. Nevertheless, it is commonplace for the two to be taught in the same
classroom, sometimes with a Higher group present as well.
There are few, if any, teachers, pupils or parents who regard this as the optimal
arrangement. Some may see it as viable, perhaps the best that can be achieved in
difficult circumstances. However, none would choose it. This raises the vital
67

question, “Why should teachers and pupils have to accept classroom conditions
that everyone admits fall far short of the ideal”? The burden of proof is very much
on those who create such circumstances at school level or, even more so, on those
at national level who have acquiesced in their becoming more common.
John Swinney has defended the current practices by suggesting that headteachers
who have allowed the spread of multi-level teaching in their schools have done so
in the interests of preserving or extending subject choice. This argument has some
merit. There are certainly circumstances which can arise at school level – teacher
shortage is an obvious example – where continuing to offer an important
mainstream subject is dependent on accepting that more than one level will be
taught in the same classroom. It is unfortunate, to say the least, that the subject
areas in which teacher shortage is most evident (maths and science) are also those
in which multi-level teaching presents greatest problems. Furthermore, it is
unlikely that every instance of multi-level teaching can be explained in this way.
In any event, the justification raises important but difficult questions. What
priority should be accorded to subject choice as opposed to other curricular
considerations? Is it more beneficial to offer three sciences than to provide two
under superior teaching conditions? Is it acceptable for one class to be taught in a
multi-course environment while another has access to a teacher focused on a single
course? How are pupils selected for the first as opposed to the second
arrangement?
These questions in turn raise others that are even more fundamental. Deciding on
curriculum structure and course options is a matter of choices and
priorities. Schools can opt to maximise choice but the consequences are likely to
include more multi-level teaching, increasing instances of non-economic sections
in S6, larger classes in earlier years and so forth. What are the considerations that
schools should take into account in making their decisions?
In a perfect world, schools would be confident when putting a subject on offer in
S2 or S3 that they will be able to ensure that subject’s availability at all levels up
to Advanced Higher. They will wish to ensure that classes of viable size are taught
separately at each of these levels. In the new, more flexible senior phase, they will
want to make sound arrangements for a variety of pathways with levels such as N5
and Higher being available at more than one stage. This is a tall order. If
compromises have to made, which groups of pupils should be given priority? Is it
more important to have separate N4 and N5 classes in S4 or to be able to offer N5
in S5 and S6?
All of this suggests that the present fluid approach to the senior phase requires a
very careful approach to the design of the curriculum in the early stages or, at the
very least, at the earliest point that pupils are presented with significant choice. It
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is important that all schools should be able to offer access to main stream academic
courses. It could, of course, be argued that this should not take priority over
offering a range of vocational and personal development choices. However, I
would argue that the essential function – and the chief area of expertise – of schools
is to provide young people with access for as long as possible to those studies which
maximise both career choice and personal development. This means an
intellectually enriching experience through academic study. From the end of S4
onwards there are other – probably superior – options for those whose preferences
and talents lie in other directions.
This seems to return us to the view that, before offering a course option, schools
should be reasonably confident of being able to provide the most appropriate
classroom setting for the study of that subject at all levels from SCQF 4 to 7. Is
this an issue that the forthcoming independent review of the senior phase will
consider?
Keir Bloomer is chair of the Commission on School Reform
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