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After the SNP’s fantastic victory in the Holyrood elections, we rightly look forward with optimism. At the same time, no-one is going to be under any illusions that this is going to be easy: the Scottish Parliament has limited powers: there will be rooted opposition from the forces of unionism: and there will be the consequences of the deep expenditure cuts being dictated by Westminster.

There is a particular danger that these cuts come to be the issue which dominates the next session of the Scottish Parliament, and that the SNP attracts deep unpopularity as the agent which has to implement these cuts in Scotland. So it is very important that the SNP government is pro-active, that it places the blame for the cuts on Westminster where it belongs – and that it uses the next five years to change Scotland, and Scottish perceptions, forever.

Part of this process will involve setting out a clear and convincing vision on the big issues which have to be addressed as Scotland moves towards independence. These include the appropriate currency for an independent Scotland: what our negotiating position will be vis-à-vis the European Union: what sort of economy Scotland will have, and how it will achieve this: and questions of defence and relations to NATO.

But while these big issues are vital, our purpose in this article is to argue that there is also another agenda the SNP government should be pursuing, in parallel, which in itself would do much to transform the economic/political debate in Scotland. This agenda would involve a number of steps which could be undertaken relatively cheaply, which are all within the current powers devolved to the Scottish Parliament, and in many cases could be undertaken without new Scottish Parliament legislation. Here is an initial list of suggestions: Scots Independent readers will recognise some of these proposals as ideas we have floated in earlier articles – others are new.
Preparation of an integrated set of accounts showing all financial flows to and from Scotland.

As we argued in the SI of March 2010, an integrated set of accounts should be developed, showing not just flows of government expenditures and revenues, (as the present GERS report does), but also the non-oil trade balance, the oil and gas related trade balance, and the financial flows of net income and private capital. Such a report would demonstrate that there is a substantial outflow from Scotland of net income and private capital. Giving this broader context would transform debate about Scotland’s economy and public finances 
Setting up a register of the public assets Scotland would take over on independence.
The negotiation of the carve-up of the UK national debt will be one of the key steps on the path to independence. As we pointed out in our SI article of May 2010, the other side of this coin is the allocation of the stock of public assets between Scotland and the rest of the UK. In normal times, the value of this stock of public assets exceeds the national debt. The task of the negotiators would be to ensure that Scotland only took on UK debt in proportion to useful public assets which will come to Scotland: in particular, we would not take on any debt for UK assets like Trident in which Scotland has never had any interest. Setting up a register of the public assets which would come to Scotland will be an essential preparation for independence negotiations: and would rapidly make it clear that the negotiation of the split of the UK national debt is actually no stumbling block at all.
Setting up a researchable database on land and land ownership.
It is ridiculous that it is still not possible to answer the question “who owns Scotland?”, despite the facts that the ownership of land in Scotland is a matter of public record, (through the Land Registry, and Register of Sasines), that the data are now largely digitised, and that that this is a topic fully within the devolved competence of the Scottish Government. The Scottish Government, through its control of the Registers of Scotland, should set up a modern, searchable database, which would enable the public, and researchers, to establish the number, size, and ownership of land holdings in any specified area.
Define what is expected from the Secretary of State for Scotland
The role of Secretary of State for Scotland is now thoroughly unsatisfactory, having changed since devolution from being Scotland’s champion in the UK cabinet to something more akin to a colonial style governor general. It is important that we make it plain that the Secretary of State should be working for us – not Westminster. One thing the Scottish government could do is to define the list of functions which it expects the Secretary of State to perform, and then in due course call the Secretary of State to account for his or her performance.

Change how we refer to the Crown estates 
The Crown estates are always described by the London press as “the Queen’s property” – as if they were the Queen’s personal property. This is nonsense – they only belong to the Queen “in right of the Crown”, rather than as her private property. This is another way of saying that they actually belong to the people. And since, in terms of the Scotland Act of 1998, property belonging to the Queen in right of the Crown is not a reserved matter, what this means is that the Crown estate in Scotland actually belongs to the Scottish people. The fly in the ointment is that, bizarrely, management of the Crown estate is a reserved matter: and the reserved management functions of the Crown estate commissioners have not been discharged well in the interests of the Scottish people. The SNP government has announced it as an objective to sort out the whole unsatisfactory issue of the Crown estate: but this will require Westminster consent. But a big change in public perception could be made straight away if the Scottish government, instead of referring to the Crown estate, started calling it “Scottish public lands”.

Utility pricing 
As we have argued at length in the Scots Independent and elsewhere, the system of setting utility prices in the UK, based on current cost accounting, leads to marked overcharging. In fact, the extent of this overcharging will become greater given the current rise in inflation. Since regulation of the water industry in Scotland is a devolved matter, it is fully within the powers of the Scottish government to institute a more rational system of water pricing in Scotland. The resulting lower charges would benefit consumers, and give Scottish industry a significant competitive edge. 
Improving the efficiency of reserved functions
Significant amounts of public expenditure in Scotland are spent by Whitehall departments on those functions which are reserved. In times of public expenditure cuts, it is even more important that we get maximum benefit from these reserved resources, which are spent on our behalf by Whitehall. From research we have carried out, it is clear that there are serious inefficiencies in how some reserved monies are spent. For example, there are instances of overlap between reserved and devolved expenditure: and other cases where Scotland does not get its fair share of the benefit of programmes which are meant to be for the benefit of the whole of the UK. The Scottish government should specify exactly the service which it expects Scotland to get from each of the major reserved programmes – and then call Whitehall departments to account for their delivery. This would be a win / win exercise: either we get improved service on these reserved matters – or the chronic underperformance of the current model becomes clear. 
Review the procedures of the Scottish Parliament 

The debacle of Holyrood’s Scotland Bill committee was just one illustration of how unsatisfactory the procedures of the Scottish Parliament can be. (Readers may recall that Wendy Alexander, who chaired this committee, had set up the original Calman committee, whose proposals were being implemented through the Scotland Bill. And the two advisers the committee had appointed were the Secretary of the original Calman commission, and a member of the Calman commission expert group. These arrangements were far from consistent with the Scotland Bill committee being seen to give independent scrutiny of the Bill). It would do a lot to improve the standing of the Scottish Parliament if the SNP government set out and implemented a code of conduct for parliamentary and committee procedure. This should cover topics like conflicts of interest, and the extension of Freedom of Information to the activities of the advisers to committees.
Maximise the benefit of government procurement for the Scottish economy
As we pointed out in our October 2010 article in the Scots Independent, the way government procurement is operated actually often reduces opportunities for local Scottish businesses. Letting very large contracts, and concentrating on narrowly defined value for money, often makes it difficult for Scottish companies, particularly smaller companies, to compete. The Scottish government should look again at procurement procedures and at its interpretation of the EU procurement directive, in order to ensure that Scottish businesses benefit fully from the £9billion or so spend on public procurement in Scotland.

Electricity Transmission Charges
An important plank of SNP policy is to develop Scotland as a major generator of renewable energy: and yet we suffer from the handicap of the current electricity transmission charging model. This model has the perverse effect that a Scottish generator is charged to attach to the grid – whereas a generator in the South West of England is paid to do so. The present model is demonstrably irrational. The Scottish government should commission research to devise more rational proposals for transmission charging to put to OFGEM. In particular, the Scottish government should ensure that it is fully understood to what extent the present charging model operated by OFGEM is a response to the existence of the “Cheviot Gap”, (that is, inadequate capacity in the link between Scotland and England in the power transmission grid.) If the Cheviot Gap is a significant factor in determining present pricing policy, then the Scottish government should ensure that adequate investment is put in place to arrive at an optimal grid.
Improve Liaison with Europe
Traditionally, Scotland, like the rest of the UK, takes a fairly arms-length position on Europe. One disadvantage of this is that we tend to apply EU regulations and directives strictly to the letter – and may not be aware of the scope for exemptions that may well be allowable within the spirit of the directive. The Scottish government should improve its direct contacts with the Commission, and other member states, so that we become as good as some other EU members at exploiting the leeway within EU directives.
In addition to tackling issues like these, the Scottish Parliament now has a moral and political authority which should enable it to break out of the strict legalistic framework set by Westminster. Probably the best example of this is in relation to the Calman proposals, embodied in the Scotland Bill now going through Westminster. Even though the last Scottish Parliament, in one of its final acts, gave qualified approval to the Scotland Bill, it would now be politically unsustainable for the unionist parties to force through the current deeply flawed Calman proposals without addressing concerns which the SNP minority report on the Scotland Bill, and indeed commentators like ourselves, have identified. 
We look forward to the next five years: and hope to come back, in the pages of the Scots Independent, with more detailed contributions on some of the specific topics listed above.

Note
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