
Nationalists be warned: we cannot afford to choose Brussels over Britain 

Nicola Sturgeon thinks European Union membership benefits Scotland by providing unhindered 
access to the Single Market. But she also believes Scotland would be better off leaving the UK. So, 
since a majority in Scotland voted to remain in the EU, the logic of the moment is that Brexit affords 
huge impetus to her cause. Scotland’s only hope of staying in the EU is now to leave the UK, and the 
current chaos at Westminster gives the SNP a great opportunity to go for the big break once again. 

But what if membership of the EU is no longer in Scotland’s interests? 

’Independence in Europe’ had a certain coherence when the rest of the UK was also going to be in 
the EU. Free trade would be guaranteed in these islands as it was across the continent. But that’s no 
longer the case. If Scotland leaves the UK for the EU, any trade barriers erected between Brexit 
Britain and the EU would necessarily be raised between Scotland and the rump UK too. 

Whatever the merits of the European Union, Scotland’s economic links are far more important with 
the rest of the UK. The bald figures are clear: 64% of our exports go to England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland, while only 15% go to other EU member states. 

The UK’s ‘single market’ is also much deeper and more seamless than the EU’s. For a Scots business 
to trade in England is easy compared to exporting to, say, Germany or Greece. The laws, taxes, 
regulations and standards that affect businesses across the UK are mostly identical. Break this up 
and you impose huge additional costs. 

Recent work by the Fraser of Allander Institute suggests that the costs of Brexit to Scotland might be 
up to 5% of GDP over ten years.  

But if you believe these kinds of forecasts – and the SNP trades in them daily - the implication is 
clear: Since we trade four times more with the UK, leaving the UK single market massively 
compounds the error of leaving the EU. In railing against the costs of Brexit Nicola Sturgeon is 
effectively arguing against herself. 

Take finance as an example. A recent analysis by Jeremy Peat and Owen Kelly showed that this 
important Scottish industry is overwhelmingly geared towards domestic UK trade in pensions, 
insurance and retail banking. Any regulatory divergence from the UK, let alone the removal of Bank 
of England supervision, would see far more business flee down south than came here from London 
fleeing Brexit. 

So for the sake of Scottish jobs and businesses the SNP should swallow its pride and commit itself to 
staying within the UK single market rather than an unthinking allegiance to the EU. 

And it follows that the Scottish Government should give Theresa May a free hand in seeking the best 
Brexit terms possible – a deal that not only makes economic sense but is politically acceptable to the 
majority across Britain. Whether Scotland is independent or not, we’re going to need a good Brexit 
deal, since Britain is the economic basket where most of our eggs lie. 

The craziest idea doing the rounds at the moment is that we should hold another referendum on 
independence while the Brexit negotiations are still going on. This would cause chaos. EU 
negotiators would have the UK over a barrel. The threat would be constant: concede, or we collapse 
the deal and the nationalists gain. No UK Prime Minister in her right mind would agree to this. And 
no responsible First Minister should either. 



Besides, if Brexit is the pretext for another referendum, we must surely wait until we know what it 
actually means. Most Brussels insiders think it will take at least five years before a final EU-UK deal is 
concluded. That might seem like a long wait for fervent nationalists, but all this seems to chime with 
public opinion. A poll last week for the Times showed that only 31% of Scots want another 
referendum in the next two years, and just 20% think that EU membership will be possible for 
Scotland after Brexit. 

And there is another good reason for Sturgeon to show patience. 

The low oil price means that Scotland currently receives a net transfer from the Treasury equivalent 
to 6% of GDP. Throwing this away would require massive tax rises and cuts to public spending. 
‘Independence in Europe’ now would make Brexit look like a picnic - a double whammy of cuts and 
tariffs that could see a quarter of a million Scots workers losing their jobs.  

But with oil revenues forecast to recover somewhat, this picture may improve over the next few 
years, just as Brexit draws to its natural conclusion. Patience is key. 

Nicola Sturgeon is currently inviting us to cut off our noses to spite our face. How much more 
convincing to say “I deeply regret Brexit. But my priority is Scottish jobs and businesses. So we will 
seek continued free trade with our neighbours in the rest of Britain and help them find the best 
possible deal with the EU. Only then do I propose a new vote on independence.” 


