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“Since 2007, this Government’s central purpose has been to create a more successful country, with opportunities for all of Scotland to flourish, through increasing sustainable economic growth.” Scotland’s Economic Strategy, March 2015.
This article explores whether the Scottish Government’s economic strategy is likely to improve social justice in Scotland at a time when globalisation, international debt, and the corporate sector are determining the world economy, reducing the power of nation states, and treating populations as economic units. Are we getting the strategic, joined-up thinking to map out the way ahead for a fairer society and the economy in Scotland? Is there a Scottish road to socialism?

The structure of the paper is as follows: Section A examines how fair Scotland is at present. Section B examines who the decision makers are. Section C looks at the past actions and the present strategy of the Scottish Government, and considers the impact the strategy is likely to have on creating a fairer society. Section D concludes as to whether Scotland has, at present, sufficient power over its economy to create a fairer society and whether it is using the powers that it does have to create such a society. 

A.
How fair is Scotland at present?

In terms of income, Scotland is an unequal society. The Department of Works and Pensions uses two measures of poverty. Relative poverty: where a household’s income is below 60% of the median household income after taxes and benefits; and absolute poverty: where a household earns less than 60% of the 2010/11 median after taxes and benefits. Both are adjusted for household size and composition: both have problems. For example, if income levels in the country are falling, a family can find themselves no longer in relative poverty, even with no change in their income.

Relative poverty in Scotland fell in 2013/14. However, while numbers in Scotland in absolute poverty after housing costs did fall from 1.72m in 1994/95 to 0.84m in 2006/07, they are now 1.03m. The number of children in combined material deprivation and low income after housing costs in Scotland has risen from 110,000 in 2011/12 to 140,000 in 2013/14: the number of pensioners over 65 in material deprivation has risen from 60,000 in 2010/11 to 80,000 in 2013/14. And poverty does not just affect those with no jobs. In  2013/14, 46% of people in households with at least one adult in employment were classified as living in poverty after taking housing costs into consideration: (39% in 1998/99). [Poverty and income inequality statistics, June 2015].

As regards household wealth, (2010 to 2012), 17% of all personal wealth is owned by 2% of households; 10% own 75% of all financial wealth and 55% of all private pension wealth in Scotland; the least wealthy 50% own only 9% of total private wealth. [Wealth and Assets in Scotland 2006 – 2012: March 2015.]

In international comparisons, as measured by the OECD, the UK has more income inequality than Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Norway and Sweden. And Scotland is also more unequal.(The Gini coefficient measures inequality in the distribution of household income in a country). 
In land ownership, Scotland has “the most concentrated pattern of land ownership in the developed world”.[1]. Scotland was the last country where feudal tenure covered most land ownership: a system only abolished in 2000. 432 landowners own 50% of private rural land in Scotland, and over 750,000 acres are registered to overseas tax havens. In 2013, 83% of land in Scotland was in private hands; 12% public; 3% by other bodies; and 2% by communities. [2] 

In 2013, George Rosie [3] considered the foreign or outside-Scotland ownership of Scotland’s strategic assets and the effect this was having on the economy: Torness, Hunterston, Grangemouth, Clyde Ports, airports, the banks, most pension companies, and many more are controlled from outside Scotland. As he says, everything we have is up for grabs, and there is nothing that Holyrood can do about it.  He notes “no other European country flogs its strategic assets in this way.” Compare that with France where even yoghurt was regarded as a strategic asset and the takeover of Danone was stopped. 

On how we supply ourselves with food, services, etc., the distribution network of supermarkets in Scotland is such that even rural communities can benefit from the prices in the city. However, this is at a national cost. The percentage of Scottish produce sold in Scotland in some of the biggest chains of supermarkets, including Tesco, is pitifully low. [4] At the same time, while we rightly conform to, (and need to improve) working conditions and environmental laws, we appear content to take advantage of cheap imports, particularly clothing, resulting from low wages, poor labour and living conditions, and environmental polluters elsewhere in the world such as India and China.

Finally, looking at the sustainable use made of some of the most important assets of a country: water, land, rivers, lochs, estuaries, coast and coastal waters: local communities have little say in what is happening to the land and waterways around them. Waterways, like land, are regarded as just another market driven commodity, the plaything or profit earner of the owner. For example: 

· Despite the devastating effects of intense fish farming on wild salmon, and Norway issuing warnings on the danger of eating farmed salmon, fish farming, often foreign owned, has expanded on the east and west coastlines of Scotland. 
· In Scotland, landowners own the river bank own the fishing rights (providing they haven't sold or leased out the rights). There is no common right of fishing for freshwater fish available to the public. Landowners can, and do, close sections of rivers. Evidence of the archaic attitude which still holds far too much sway is that some lairds like to claim that it is bus loads of anglers from Glasgow that are causing dramatic falls in the numbers of brown trout.

· The intensive use of phosphates, nitrates, and pesticides by farmers contributes around 50-60% of nitrates, 20-30% of phosphorus and 75% of the sediment getting into our water sources. The evidence of what is happening is all around as a dark green algae spreads across ponds killing life in the water below it.
· “lifestyle” management of agricultural holdings is estimated to take up as much as 6.4% of Scotland’s usable agricultural land. Equestrian properties in Scotland increased by 32.4% between 2000 and 2011. 
· As well as benefiting handsomely from wind farm rents, those owning wind farms are paid  "constraint payments" to switch off their turbines when the National Grid cannot process the power produced. The Whitelee wind farm in East Renfrewshire was paid £12 million in 2014 as a constraint payment.
· In 1877, an ancient right of the sovereign people in Scotland was changed – to the advantage of landowners. Until that time, under Scots Law, a river was public as far up as it was navigable. The ruling in the case of Colquhoun Trustees versus Ewing-Orr changed the legal definition, bringing it into line with English law. From then on, a river was only public for that stretch which was tidal. At one stroke, the public was deprived of rights over many miles of rivers. 
A tragedy is that most of Scotland’s population is not only physically constrained in Scotland’s urban conurbations, with very little stake in the countryside, but is mentally so constrained: what is happening in the land and seas around us gets little regular coverage in the media and seems to be almost immaterial.

B.
 Who controls whether Scotland can become a fairer society

With devolution the Scottish Government gained control of those areas which had previously been held within the responsibility of the Secretary of State for Scotland: education, as well as most of health, economic affairs, transport, environment protection, housing and community amenities, public order and safety, recreation, culture and religion. To fund these policies Scotland has, in the past, received a Block Grant determined by the Barnett Formula. A number of areas important to social justice are reserved: these include defence, international services, public sector debt, parts of economic affairs, and large parts of social protection. 

As a result the Scottish Government naturally concentrate their attention on how they can use the powers they have to bring about change; to use the funding they have to make up for failures in UK reserved matters; or to lessen the detrimental effects on sections of the population brought about by Westminster Government policies. 

And there is a further complication: being a member of the EU, the UK has to conform to EU Directives. Scotland, as part of the UK also conforms. However, in many instances, the UK has been a reluctant member: has been slow to become involved in the ground work of various Directives, and has then found it difficult to change the Directives at a late stage.  As a result, Scotland has found itself with having to conform to particular Directives which do not exactly suit our circumstances. Further, the strict interpretation of rules subsequently demanded by the UK is often in sharp contrast to the behaviour of other EU members. 

C.
Attempts to achieve fairness within the existing devolution framework

The Scottish Government has introduced a number of social policies to tackle poverty. Here, however, we concentrate on economic policies aimed at improving living standards, and we begin with efforts to improve productivity.  In 2013 Scotland’s productivity in terms of GDP per hour worked was only 72% of that in the US, and came in below all of the major economies in the EU, including Ireland. Among actions which could improve productivity in Scotland are actions on education and skills; on helping firms with internationalisation; investing in transport, and effectively utilising Scotland's public resources.

Education and Skills: In addition to the Curriculum for Excellence for schools, the strategy is to improve skills, including qualifications at Higher and Further Education level and modern apprenticeships.  

Looking first at further education (FE) colleges, through mergers, the number of FE colleges has fallen from 37 to 20 between 2011/12 and 2014/15. In real terms, funding fell by 12.3% between 2011/12 and 2013/14, and staff numbers fell by 9.3%. Between 2008/09 and 2013/14 there has been a reduction of 48% in the number of part-time students and a reduction of 41% in students aged 25 and over. (Audit Scotland, 2015) 

Now consider higher education qualifications in Scotland: (latest figures 2012/13): 

The numbers of entrants and numbers of qualifiers have been increasing as has the percentage of entrants from deprived areas. But there are some areas of considerable concern. 

· At all HE qualification levels there were considerably more women than men. Of those obtaining first degrees, only 41% were male. 

· Of Scottish domiciled men obtaining a first degree or post graduate qualification in 2011/12, less than half (48.7%) managed to get a professional type job in Scotland.  Although the latest statistics do not break this down further, in 2010/11, the estimates were that only 38.5% of Scottish domiciled men qualifying with a first degree obtained employment in a graduate level job in Scotland; for male post-graduates it was 64.7%.

The Modern apprenticeship is another flagship policy. The government’s aspirations are for “improved pathways for progression to degree-level qualifications in a work-based setting”. The Scottish Government wants “ The number of Modern Apprentices at level 3 and above to be increased. The target is for 20,000 out of a total of 30,000 MA starts to be at this level by 2021.” (Level 3 is up to the equivalent of an HNC, and is still below a post-school qualification). 

A study of statistics on modern apprenticeships suggests that:

· Programmes are heavily based on hospitality, business admin and retail: disciplines which are unlikely to be vital ingredients of any policy to restructure the economy. They reflect the fact that the service sector dominates the Scottish economy. The continuing very low numbers entering modern apprenticeships in engineering, IT, and science based subjects are a cause for concern. 

· on average, an apprentice will spend only 18 months on a programme to a level below the equivalent of higher education. 

The Scottish Government is at present implementing the report of the Commission for Developing Scotland’s Young Workforce’s report of 2014, with the aim of reducing youth unemployment by 40% by 2021; and increasing the percentage of employers recruiting young people directly from education to 35% by 2018. 

Given Scotland’s low productivity, as well as the need to rebalance the Scottish economy, the efforts which are being made in higher education and in modern apprenticeships do not seem to be anything like sufficient to meet the challenges Scotland faces, and the cuts in Further Education will have an impact on lifelong learning and the ability of local areas to respond to changes in employment patterns. Further, the lack of opportunities in Scotland for graduates are clear to see from the above figures.

Higher education institutions have a further purpose, and that is to be involved in research. The Scottish Government provides support to these independent institutions in their research, with public funding also coming from the UK research councils. Much is rightly made of the excellence of the research in science, medicine, etc. by Scottish higher education institutions. However, in the context of the present paper, it is right to ask the value of this work in improving social justice in Scotland. The relevance of university research to improving social justice in Scotland is much less clear. There is little of the research funding that can be said to be supporting economic development, and therefore living standards, in Scotland.

Trade is a shared area of responsibility and the Scottish Government consider trade as an important component of their strategy to improve the economy and social well-being. Both UK Trade and Investment and Scottish Development International have responsibilities to encourage exports and inward investment. A recent paper by the Jimmy Reid Foundation [5] showed that in the area of trade statistics, there are problems at all stages in the collection, collation and analysis of the data: so that it is difficult to say what confidence can be placed in the data. Without a timely set of good quality data, it is difficult, if not impossible, to devise, monitor, and evaluate the trade part of an economic strategy. Further, Scotland is subject to world trade patterns and to policies devised by other nations. To be able to influence such policies and/or react in the best way to them, we need to have a good detailed knowledge of Scotland’s trade patterns and how they could be influenced by others’ actions – and the information needs to be timely. (By December 2015, the data in Global Connections will be two years out of date). 

The paper then considered the published information available from Scottish Enterprise, Scottish Development International and UK Trade and Investment on their work in improving trade performance. Again, in all cases, the data published did not allow for any evaluation of performance. And this was not only the case with their publications and websites. Emails and parliamentary appearances showed that in some cases the data were not even collected and the agencies did not have answers to fairly obvious questions on trade performance. 

Scotland does not have a modern maritime policy: the last national transport strategy was published in 2006. The evidence by Professor Baird [6] to the Scottish Parliamentary Inquiry into freight transport in 2015 makes the following points:

· Scotland's international trade is grossly under-developed. Its international unitised/container freight port traffic levels compare badly with Iceland, and with comparable sized countries.

· There is very limited international traffic moving via Scotland's ports: the ownership and the regulatory approach to ports in the UK are preventing capital investment in new port infrastructure in Scotland and so acting to constrain trade. 

· The leakage of the balance of Scotland's international trade via remote seaports in the south of England adds expensive land transport costs and further constrains Scotland's trading potential.

· There is a critical relationship between international trade facilitation and economic growth, both of which depend on a nation having direct access to advanced low-cost ports and international shipping connections. Without government action on this matter, economic growth will be difficult to achieve.
With regard to air freight, the same parliamentary inquiry found that: first, few responded to its Inquiry; second, that air freight in Scotland has dropped sharply; and third, Scotland’s use of air freight is concentrated on sending freight by road to English air freight hub airports.   Aberdeen and Glasgow airports are owned by a consortium of Ferrovial (Spanish) and Macquarrie (Australian). Edinburgh airport is owned by Global Infrastructure Partners, a private equity firm based in New York.

A major area within the control of the Scottish Government and which can be used to encourage skills, research, development, innovation and the growth of small and medium sized enterprises is public procurement. Evidence over the years has shown that the Scottish Government and public authorities in Scotland give a large part of their budget in this area to firms outwith Scotland. Two recent examples are the new Forth Crossing and the new Queen Elizabeth hospital in Glasgow. In addition, Scotland embraced the Private Finance Initiative, more than other parts of the UK, 

Since January 2014 there has been a new EU Public Procurement Directive which allows social issues to be considered. Contracting authorities will now be able to consider social aspects amongst other criteria for determining which bid is the most economically advantageous to accept. Price is no longer allowed to be the central determining factor. In addition, public bodies will be able to limit competition for specific health, social and cultural contracts to mutuals and social enterprises where those organisations satisfy certain conditions. The reforms also set new mandatory grounds for excluding suppliers from competitions for contracts, and this includes where a bidder falls foul of social and labour laws. It will therefore be interesting to see how innovative the Scottish Government will be in implementing these new rules and whether it will be as supportive of local business as some other EU members.

Firms in Scotland are largely missing out on the opportunity to become more involved in research, development and innovation. There is no indication that the Scottish Government has a detailed strategy in place to ensure that Scottish companies get involved at an early stage with universities and public infrastructure projects. The situation has been markedly different in Ireland.

With regard to land reform, the Scottish Government set up a Land Reform Review Group which reported in May 2014. The Group had to identify how land reform will “enable more people in rural and urban Scotland to have a stake in the governance, management and use of land, which will lead to a greater diversity of land
ownership, and ownership types, in Scotland; and assist with the acquisition and management of land (and also land assets) by communities”. The Group made a large number of recommendations including:

· Trust ports and other forms of local community control over harbours, piers, slipways and similar coastal assets should be encouraged as a form of community land ownership. 

· There should be further significant reductions in types of Crown property rights in Scotland. 

· Local Authorities should have the right to exercise a compulsory sale order over an area of vacant or derelict land.

· there should be an upper limit on the total amount of land in Scotland that can be held by a private land owner or single beneficial interest. 

The ensuing Bill on Land Reform is a very much watered down set of proposed reforms. It places no restrictions on foreign ownership. Instead the Bill contains provision in relation to information about those who control land.  The Bill contains no restriction on the maximum amount of land that may be owned. Country Life, described on the Web as the “the quintessential English magazine showcasing the best of Country Life” finds that “For all its rhetoric and ideology, this Bill is not a great threat to lairds”.

The Scottish government is not in charge of all strategic decisions affecting society and the economy in Scotland. While lack of some control is typical for all countries, in Scotland’s case it is particularly so.  Key areas such as monetary policy, most of fiscal policy, competition policy, and foreign affairs, including membership of the EU, are determined at UK level. This means that, having determined its goals for Scotland, the Scottish Government has to work in as joined up a way as possible with Westminster, making sure that the money spent by both governments works for Scotland. This has many difficulties, particularly at a time when the Westminster government is pursuing an increasingly right-wing neo-liberal strategy. 

D.
Has Scotland sufficient power over its economy to create a fairer society and is Scotland using the powers that it does have to create such a society. 

This chapter set out to explore whether we are getting the strategic, joined-up thinking to map out the way ahead for a fairer society and economy in Scotland. The first part of this chapter produced evidence that, at present, Scotland, like the UK, is an unequal society. 

Essentially, to create a fairer society, Scotland needs to be able to provide its population with more opportunities. We seem to have limited our horizons: and we have allowed successive governments over the past seventy years to let Scotland’s infrastructure lag behind that of many competitors. Powerless, we let it be sold off to private equity companies, many overseas. 

Some of the most important levers which would help improve the economy and social justice in Scotland are outwith the control of the Scottish Government, and in recent years some of these levers have brought increased austerity: for example, welfare changes. The changes proposed in the Scotland Bill following the Smith Commission will do nothing to help the situation: [7].

Inevitably, the Scottish Government tries to achieve its goals by operating on those areas within its control, e.g., education. The trouble is that while there might be an improvement in education, this might not translate into a long-term improvement in the economy and in social justice. Unless the Scottish Government has sufficient powers to grow the economy, and uses these powers well, then the educated may leave.

In a number of areas, improvements could be made which are well within the remit of the Scottish Government. In economic related areas within their control, current actions by the Scottish Government are unexplainably weak, and are unlikely to make substantive improvements in Scotland’s economic performance. Stronger action could be taken in public procurement; better local facilities for lifelong training of the workforce rather than the concentration of learning by location, level, and age; better apprenticeships geared towards the reshaping of the economy and of a greater depth than the current 18 month average; better trade support; a new review of what a modern sea bound economy such as Scotland needs with regard to transport infrastructure and logistics; and a more thorough implementation of the findings of the Land Reform review group. 

Overall, without change at all levels, the future is bleak for economic development and social justice in Scotland.
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Note
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