
Would Salmond’s Scotland abandon the Falklands? 
 
From bank bail-outs to overseas commitments, Tom Miers asks if Scottish 
nationalists are right to leave the rest of Britain holding the baby 
 
In the debate on Scottish independence people seldom consider how Britain’s assets and 
liabilities should be divided up in the event of a break-up.  
 
The obvious exception to this is of course North Sea Oil. It is now widely accepted that 
Scotland would inherit the lion’s share of oil resources, most of which lie to the North of 
the line extending from the Anglo-Scottish border into the sea. In most years, this 
provides revenue sufficient to cover Scotland higher public spending. Fair enough. 
 
But what about other offshore or mobile assets that are currently held in common with 
the rest of the United Kingdom? Scotland might validly claim a share of British 
embassies abroad, for example. And what about those massive new aircraft carriers being 
assembled at Rosyth? An equitable division of military hardware would be fraught with 
complications because each unit is designed to operate in conjunction with others.  
 
Yet it is when it comes to joint liabilities that the debate could get really heated. The 
UK’s national debt stands at a colossal £1 trillion. If Scotland took on even a tenth of that 
figure, its ability to service the debt would certainly be questioned by the financial 
markets. 
 
This was the point made by fund manager Jim Leaviss of M&G earlier this month. His 
argument was not that Scotland’s budgetary position would be worse than the UK’s in 
relative terms, but that investors would regard Scotland as a higher risk because of its size 
and ability to deal with economic shocks. Analysis by the credit ratings would also take 
into account the long term prospects for North Sea Oil revenue, and also the Scottish 
Government’s approach to budget control. Alex Salmond’s apparent disdain for deficit 
reduction would probably not help, and it is likely that Scotland would pay higher interest 
costs on its borrowing than the UK does. 
 
The debt question becomes even trickier when considering the bank bailouts that 
followed the financial crisis in 2008. The peak value of state aid to the banks in 2009 was 
over £1.1 trillion – more than doubling Britain’s total debt levels. And a large proportion 
of this was lent to the two Scottish Banks – RBS and HBOS – which failed so 
spectacularly as the global credit crunch took hold. Over and above the emergency 
lending made available to all British banks, the UK government had to buy large equity 
stakes in the Scottish banks to keep them afloat. It still owns 83% of RBS and 40% of 
Lloyds (which was asked to rescue HBOS before the larger bailout). 
 
What should an independent Scotland’s apportionment of this debt be? Surely not just the 
eight or nine percent that its population share now limits it to. When the Irish banks 
crashed, the Irish government assumed complete financial responsibility for their rescue, 
regardless of whether their business lay outside Irish jurisdiction or not. Similarly, the 



Dutch government did not contribute to the bail-out of RBS, even though the bank had 
considerable interests in Holland.  
 
So if Scotland had been independent at the time of the crash it would have held full 
responsibility for the rescue of RBS and HBOS. In practice, such was the colossal size 
and global reach of their balance sheets that a separate Scotland would not have been able 
to save the two banks, a point made by the Chancellor George Osborne this week. 
 
In practice, because such a large proportion of RBS and HBOS depositors were based in 
the rest of the UK, no doubt some kind of international arrangement would have been 
sensible. But it would have been on very different terms. Quite possibly, the headquarters 
of the non-Scottish operations of RBS would have moved South, and the rescue would 
certainly have involved Scottish taxpayers taking on a larger share of responsibility for 
the rescue than they have as part of the UK. 
 
So a break-away Scotland would be morally, if not legally, liable for a large share of the 
rescue package. Just as it benefited financially from the UK’s political commitment to 
Scotland, so in independence should it repay some of that debt. 
 
This begs the question, what of other responsibilities and obligations that Scotland shares 
with its British partners? Over the three centuries of the Union, many a venture has been 
undertaken in partnership. Most were a great success, other were failures. Many were 
‘wound up’ long ago, but some of them are unfinished business. 
 
Take one example to illustrate the point. The population of the Falklands Islands is 
largely descended from Scottish settlers from Orkney and Shetland who moved there in 
the Nineteenth Century as sheep farmers. The territory could reasonably be described as a 
Scottish colony in the South Atlantic. Who, then, is responsible for the security of the 
islands once Britain is broken up? Defending the Falklands is an expensive enough 
business as it is. According to the island administration, Britain spent some £250 million 
on protecting the place last year. The cost would be much, much more if borne by 
Scotland alone, because we would have to develop the means to do so – those aircraft 
carriers again. 
 
It might seem absurd to imagine an independent Scotland having to defend the Falklands 
alone against an increasingly belligerent Argentina. No doubt in practice Rump-UK 
would take up the slack, out of a continuing sense of moral duty to the islanders. But 
where is the morality in Scotland simply waving goodbye to responsibilities such as 
these? 
 
More pertinent still is the question of Northern Ireland. As Gerry Adams has commented, 
Scottish independence would have profound consequences for the province. 
Understandably, Unionist politicians in the province are very worried about Scottish 
nationalism, as Alex Salmond doubtless heard at the British-Irish jamboree he attended 
this week. For again, the history of this legacy of British adventurism has as much to do 



with Scotland as with England. Most of the Protestant population is descended from 
Scots settlers who went to Ulster even before the Anglo-Scottish Union. 
 
The security costs of Northern Ireland are much more than the mercifully declining bill 
for garrisoning soldiers in the province. They include the massive subsidies paid by the 
UK government to compensate the province for the long economic consequences of the 
troubles. The Scottish share of this is some £750 million annually on a per capita basis 
and arguably more if calculated to reflect Scotland’s close historic links with the 
province. 
 
Yet where is the SNP’s commitment to Northern Ireland and its future? Alex Salmond 
would no doubt say that, as he envisages Scotland leaving the UK, what the rest of the 
UK gets up to afterwards is none of Scotland’s business. 
 
But this ‘devil take the hindmost’ attitude is grossly irresponsible. Imagine for a moment 
that England took the same decision. That, perhaps on hearing of imminent Scottish 
separation, England declared independence itself, leaving Scotland, Wales and Northern 
Ireland in the lurch together. Scotland would be left in the leading role as it sought to 
cope with the financial, political and moral obligations bequeathed to it by its selfish 
departed partner. On its own, Scotland would be unable to pick up the tab and would be 
forced leave the sinking ship as quickly as it could, leaving a fatally destabilised Ulster 
on its doorstep. 
 
Again, in practice, nothing like this is likely to happen. Rump-UK will no doubt still 
perform its duty as custodian of the fragile political entity that is Northern Ireland. It will 
continue, as long as that delicate settlement lasts, to guarantee the security of Belfast and 
bank-roll Stormont’s profligacy, however distasteful and costly the task. The Ulster Scots 
will still have their Union for the time being, despite being abandoned by their cousins in 
Glasgow and Edinburgh.  
 
But however prosaic the reality, a serious moral issue accompanies it. Is it right for 
Scotland to leave the rest of Britain carrying the burden of Ulster’s past without some 
kind of Scottish contribution? Many reasonable Scots who are now contemplating 
independence would at the same time agree that Britain should still play a role in 
Northern Ireland, if only to keep the peace there. But few yet draw a link between the two 
questions. 
 
The truth is that the Anglo-Scottish Union of 1707, which forms the basis of the United 
Kingdom, is like a marriage. Legally speaking, the SNP might like to think of Scotland as 
leaving Britain. But in fact Britain is as much Scottish as it is English or Welsh. Britain 
will cease to exist if Scotland leaves, just as a family ceases to exist if one party instigates 
divorce. 
 
Scotland and England both brought material and moral assets and liabilities to the 
wedding. Each has made mistakes and enjoyed triumphs throughout the marriage, but so 
long as they were tied together in union, the pain and joy were borne jointly according to 



their relative strengths. To pursue the analogy, the settlements in places like the Falklands 
and Northern Ireland are like the children of that marriage, too small or vulnerable to fly 
the nest as Australia and Canada have done. 
 
Just as in a divorce, one party cannot walk away in good conscience, washing his hands 
of the consequences. The legacy must be divided fairly according not just to ability or 
willingness to pay, but also bearing in mind who brought what to the table originally. 
 
Scots may have been responsible in large part for the banking crisis and for Britain’s 
modern legacy in places like the Falklands and Northern Ireland. But no-one would 
pretend that an independent Scotland should bear the full cost of these and other 
liabilities, or even its fair share. Yet these examples show how Scotland’s divorce from 
the rest of the UK is much more complex in legal, financial and moral terms than is 
usually supposed. Those who urge Scottish separation owe it to British people 
everywhere – here and overseas - a much more open, honest and generous minded 
appraisal of the consequences of divorce. 
 
 
 


