
Fiddling while Scotland burns through the billions 
 
The latest figures show the scale of Scotland’s problems. Yet Alex Salmond is 
focussed on independence at any price. Tom Miers argues that the Scottish 
Government’s programme is a recipe for disaster. 
 
Reading through the SNP’s manifesto in the light of their great victory on May 5th 
reveals something of a puzzle. With such a crushing mandate, it should be instructive to 
learn what great projects will now be undertaken by a party that now utterly dominates 
the devolved institutions. 
 
Yet there is very little of substance there. 
 
Perhaps Alex Salmond did not anticipate his triumph. But one turns in vain to his 
speeches and those of his senior lieutenants made once the magnitude of their landslide 
had become apparent.  
 
Again, with the exception of a little bullying of drinkers and football fans, nothing new. 
 
What’s going on? 
 
It’s not as if there is nothing to be done. Scotland faces some very serious problems, 
which require deep, far reaching reforms that are largely within the powers of the 
Scottish Parliament. 
 
One, Scotland’s school education system does not produce consistently well rounded, 
well educated and well behaved young people. It has fallen badly behind other education 
systems around the world and in particular fails the poorest and least able. Nearly a fifth 
of Scottish adults are functionally illiterate. 
 
Two, Scotland suffers from quite dreadful problems of social deprivation, characterised 
by ill health, low life expectancy, long term generational unemployment, poor diet, drug 
abuse and crime. 
 
Three, Scotland’s health service is very inefficient by international standards, providing 
poor service and alarmingly bad rates of curing people of serious diseases like cancer. 
 
These three, which together amount to a social catastrophe in parts of urban Scotland in 
particular, are shared to a large extent with the rest of the UK. But actually the problems 
faced here are relatively worse, because productivity in the public sector is so low. The 
latest analysis by the Office of National Statistics shows that public spending here, at £59 
billion, is 10% per capita higher than the UK average. But public service outcomes in 
areas like health, education and economic development are no better. In the case of 
schools, we have now been overtaken by England, as measured by key exam results. 
 
In effect, therefore, Scotland wastes up to £6 billion every year. Most of this is in areas 



controlled by the Scottish Government, which is responsible for 60% of government 
spending in Scotland. The inflationary effect this has on the labour market, pushing up 
public sector wages, impacts on the fourth problem, which is peculiarly Scottish - 
anaemic long term economic growth, consistently lower than the UK average. 
 
So you would have thought that these great issues were central to the political debate in 
Scotland, and that the SNP’s manifesto would be laced with ideas as to how to tackle 
them.  
 
But in terms of real, practical reform, in terms of radical change on these very serious 
domestic issues, there is almost nothing there.  
 
The SNP has even backtracked on some of its more eye catching promises from last time. 
For example, in 2007 the party promised to replace the council tax with a local income 
tax. But now it promises only to consult on how to reform local taxation to make it 
‘fairer’. 
 
Other than that, the most radical proposal seems to be a new ‘Scottish Future’s Fund’ 
created out of putative savings made from securing a slightly better deal on constructing 
the new Forth Road Bridge. The fund is to be spent on various worthy but marginal 
projects such as a ‘youth talent initiative’ (£50 million). Judging by the experience of 
recent and current public infrastructure projects, it’s probably best for talented youth to 
wait and see on this one. 
 
It’s true that in the very small print of the manifesto are some rather interesting if cryptic 
comments about making state schools more independent of council control. There is also 
something about Social Impact Bonds, the trendy new mechanism for attacking poverty. 
But these commitments are buried deep and articulated with such vagueness that it seems 
almost the intent that no one will notice them. 
 
Perhaps this is because both ideas come from England (where they are being vigorously 
pursued) and so clash with the tenor of the rest of the document which roundly condemns 
anything else from the hated neighbour South of the Border. 
 
And in his statement to the Scottish Parliament after his great victory, the First Minister 
added very little to his stated pre-election plans. The only new initiatives were a clamp 
down on sectarianism and excessive boozing, easy headline measures that attack the 
symptoms of a problem rather that its causes. 
 
This lack of endeavour reveals the enormous difference that now exists between the 
political cultures at Westminster and Holyrood. At Westminster, the big three issues – 
health reform, schools reform and welfare reform – are central to the debate. We’ve all 
heard about the battles over NHS reform, Michael Gove’s schools revolution, and IDS’s 
Damascene conversion to welfare reform. It is not just a Tory thing. All three main 
parties recognise the very serious domestic problems that need to be addressed. All three 
have made a big contribution to the reforming agenda, building on the achievements of 



preceding governments. 
 
Yet in Scotland none of the main political parties, with the possible exception of the 
Tories, even recognise that there is anything wrong with our health and education 
systems. Salmond and the SNP seem completely uninterested in social depravation, let 
alone serious proposals to deal with them. 
 
The Scottish Government’s main policy to deal with the productivity crisis in the public 
sector and the associated budget squeeze is to exhort the public sector unions to pay 
restraint and seek 'efficiency gains'. True, it established the Christie Commission to look 
at public sector reform, which reported last month. But while Christie highlighted the 
urgent need for reform based on measurable outcomes, it was less clear on how to 
achieve them. Its basic prescription was better integration between public services and 
more community involvement - aspirations which already exist in the Scottish public 
sector model. Trying to do the same better is unlikely to work wonders now if it hasn't 
over the last fifty years. 
 
This mismatch between the very cautious approach to reform here and what’s happening 
at Westminster is very important for the medium term policy outcomes that affect us all. 
For the essential dynamic is that we have rising welfare expectations that, without 
reform, can only be met by rising government expenditure. And in an age of budget 
austerity and low growth that means, in Scotland in particular, a rising cost of 
government and, in the end, upward pressure on taxes and charges. 
 
Life, particularity in the private sector, is going to get more expensive. 
 
Now the elephant in the room with all this is of course the constitution. For political 
debate in Scotland does not focus on the big four domestic issues for a very good reason. 
Debate instead revolves around constitutional change.  
 
By aligning itself very closely to the left of centre consensus in Scottish politics, Alex 
Salmond has succeeded in closing down the debate on domestic issues, leaving the coast 
clear for his preferred battle ground – the constitution. 
 
So to say that the SNP manifesto contains nothing radical is in truth a little disingenuous. 
It is, in fact, full of proposals that, if implemented, would make a huge difference to the 
life of our country. Greater tax powers, more scope for borrowing, a referendum on 
independence itself. 
 
The agenda for the Scottish government, therefore, is for the next five years to make the 
case for independence. We can already see this with the rows about the supreme court, 
about corporation tax, and about borrowing powers. 
 
What Salmond does not want is to take any tough decisions, whether on public sector 
reform or anything else, because that would risk alienating vested interests who could 
potentially be persuaded to vote for independence when the time comes. 



 
Yet the irony is that the SNP’s electoral success presents something of a problem for the 
party. Before May, Salmond ran a minority administration that had an ideal excuse for 
inactivity on the big issues. It could not push through controversial legislation, and so 
could be forgiven for its favoured do-nothing approach.  
 
Now the Scottish Government needs to strike a clever balance, seeming active and 
competent while doing nothing substantive or controversial. This explains the headline 
grabbing social interventions such as the attempt to ban sectarian chanting and to raise 
the price of alcohol.  
 
A kind of desperate gamble seems to be afoot – if Salmond can dazzle and distract the 
country away from its problems until the referendum, perhaps on Bannockburn’s 
anniversary in 2014, then maybe he can achieve his ambitions before the chickens come 
home to roost. 
 
This approach to government – with the whole policy making apparatus subjected to 
achieving a single political objective, independence, is disastrous for Scotland. The 
critical problems that we face are being ignored, the solutions postponed, blighting the 
lives of thousands of Scots for years to come. 
 
Like a letter day Nero, Salmond is fiddling while Scotland burns. 
 
The opposition parties in Scotland must seek to move the debate away from the 
constitution and back to the budget crisis, the growth crisis, the education crisis, the 
health crisis and the poverty crisis. 
 
Tom Miers is an independent public policy consultant 


