
Scots business can pull together to get the best out of Brexit 

It’s often assumed Scottish nationalists want a messy Brexit, so they can exploit the chaos to push 
for a new independence referendum. But now that Brexit is happening, thoughtful nationalists 
recognise that they too need a successful outcome from the EU negotiations. This in turn presents 
an opportunity to Scots business: to forge a united position that holds additional leverage with both 
UK and EU negotiators. 

Why would a good EU deal make independence easier in the long run? Simple: Brexit makes the 
economics of independence much more complicated. First, the timing is dreadful: because of the 
low oil price, independence any time soon would bequeath Scotland an appalling fiscal deficit that 
would require crippling tax increases and spending cuts. Second, any trade barriers erected between 
the EU and UK would then be raised at the Anglo-Scottish border, quadrupling the costs of Brexit. 
For the SNP to argue that such barriers would be against the UK’s interests is beside the point: they 
would be erected by the EU, not the UK. 

So it makes sense for both sides to aim for a smooth Brexit. Indeed, when you look through the 
bluster, Nicola Sturgeon’s stated objectives are very similar to Theresa May’s: both talk of ‘full access 
to the EU Single Market’. 

This allows a united Scottish business voice on Brexit, bringing on board even the minority of 
businessmen who support independence – something that is usually hard to do because of the 
Ulster-ised nature of debate in Scotland. 

So business representatives should rule out another referendum on independence until Brexit is 
properly done and dusted. The idea (being furiously flagged by Alex Salmond) that we could have 
another vote before then is quite absurd. The EU negotiations would be thrown into chaos and Scots 
voters would not know what they were meant to be voting on. That’s a recipe for a bad deal. 

So we are now looking at late 2019 for indyref2 at the very earliest, and probably after the 2020 
General Election given that ‘transitional arrangements’ may push a final Brexit agreement into the 
next decade. 

Between now and then the ‘Scottish issue’ could give additional lobbying leverage, not just with the 
UK government, but possibly in the corridors of Brussels too. Even those hostile to the UK (Guy 
Verhofstadt, the European Parliament’s Brexit negotiator openly favours Scottish independence) 
might be influenced by a measured exposition of Scotland’s bipartisan interests. 

Why is this important? In one sense the impact of Brexit has been exaggerated. Less than 10% of the 
Scottish economy is traded with the EU, and maximum tariffs in the worst case scenario would be 
about 4% under World Trade Organisation rules. Net off the UK’s EU budget contribution and we are 
looking something under half a percentage point of GDP annually. But business is all about fine 
margins, and with Scotland’s growth now stuttering at less than 1%, this outcome could be enough 
to tip us back into recession. 

So getting Brexit right is important, and that means business must be prepared to make its case 
loudly and clearly. Brexit is deeply political, but it can’t be left to the politicians. In an age when 
‘experts’ – typically economists whose words are exaggerated by politicians – are treated with 
derision, businessmen retain an authentic voice that comes from engagement with the real world. 

Because public debate is the currency that politicians deal in, public pressure has to be part of 
business strategy. We know how effective this can be. Look at how Nissan extracted a guarantee 



underwriting the costs of Brexit, through a clever mixture of private lobbying and very public 
warnings. 

Aside from postponing any thoughts of another referendum, what should business aim for? 

On the UK side, any funding streams repatriated from Brussels must be devolved intelligently. The 
Barnett mechanism will ensure that some of this happens automatically, and this will relieve 
somewhat Holyrood’s unfolding fiscal crisis, staving off more tax rises. But there is further scope for 
boosting City Regions and key institutions such as universities. Secondly, business should seek 
assurances that migration policy will take Scottish interests into account. Since the government’s 
objective is to control immigration rather than end it, this should be easier to achieve than some 
commentators have made out. 

But just as important is engaging with EU policy makers. We now know that UK will seek a bespoke 
deal with the EU. That means negotiations on a sector by sector basis and issue by issue. It is vital 
that different industries and business as a whole engage with the process, talking to key figures both 
in London and Brussels. 

The many complex issues that a bespoke deal throws up will affect Scots businesses in different 
ways: competition rules, intellectual property rights, tax rules, tariffs, customs rules, passporting 
rights, procurement rules – the list is long, detailed and crying out for practical business input. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

But some issues will always be too big for the quiet logic of private discussion. And the biggest are so 
important to both business and politicians that they cannot be ignored by either. Brexit is one of 
these. Perhaps 10% of Scotland’s GDP consists of trade with other EU member states. In a worst case 
scenario in which no deal is agreed and the UK relies on world trade rules, tariffs averaging about 4% 
could be imposed, as well as the additional costs of diverging regulatory standards. 



You might think that less than half a percentage point of GDP is no great price to pay (particularly 
since there will be some immediate recompense if the UK no longer has to pay into EU coffers).  

So while there are downsides to Brexit, there are possible upsides. It probably true that most Scots 
businesses wanted to stay in the EU, just as they want the UK to stick together. However, the 
balance of poinion is closer than suggested by the ballot box results. Many Scots saw the EU 
referendum through the prism of what is a much more important issue – the question of 
independence. There’s no doubt that many on both sides of that argument cast their vote not on 
what they though of the EU, but how they thought the result would affect Scotland in other ways. 

In Scotland, this can be a delicate exercise becaseu of the fraught nature of the political divide on 
independence. Businesses need to avoid being trapped into endorsing one side or the other. 

The good news is that, for ll the hostile rhetoric from Nicola Sturgeon, the SNP and UK government 
positions are actually not that far aprt on Brexit. Both are aiming for ‘full access to the single 
market’  and the government has already promised to ansrine EU legislation into UK law, as well as 
continue existing funding streams in areas such higher education and agriculture. 

Having said that, business has to address the mai point of difference between the two sides. There 
must not be another independence referendum until the outcome of Brexit is settled, and business 
should say this loud and clear. It can do so without being partisan, becaseu Brexit makes the 
economics of independecen much more complicated, at least in the short term. A bad EU deal for 
the UK would make an independent Scotland less viable, because the preferred nationalist option of 
Scotland in the EU would face trade barriers with its biggest market. 

So even for the minority of businessmen that support independence, a referendum before Brexit is 
over makes no sense becase it would be a recipe for a bad Brexit deal that would impact on an 
independent Scotland even more than one a Scotland that stays in the UK. A good Brexit deal, by 
cntrats, is good for Scotland whatever side you’re on. 

This means in turn that Scots business potentially has enhanced leverage with both UK and EU 
negotiators, both of which have an interest in helping Scotland. That leverage should be used to 
address the many coplex issues that a bespoke deal throws up that will affects Scottihs businesses in 
diferent ways: migration policy, competitotn rules, intellectual property right, tarrifs, agricultural 
and economic development funding, further devolution, customs rules, passporting rights and so on. 

It’s time to get engaged. 

[more on what to aim for exactly]? 

 

- Issues include migration, competiton olicy, intellectual property, etc etc. devolved funding 

 

 

 

 

 



Last month brought troubling news on the Scottish economy. Unemployment has started to inch 
up again, and now stands at 5.1%, in contrast to the UK rate, which fell again to 4.8%. Meanwhile 
growth last year was less than a third the UK’s, continuing a trend that has seen the UK expand six 
times as fast as Scotland since the last recession. 

The Scottish Government blames this on Brexit, but this is implausible since any Brexit impact 
would affect the whole country. For more likely reasons we must look for differences between the 
UK as whole and Scotland. With that in mind, SNP ministers should be cautious about uttering 
threats of a second independence referendum, which would cause far more dislocation than 
Brexit and may well be inhibiting business confidence and investment. 

 

 

 

 

 

To next one:? 

Switching from tax to savings 

Every winter the two horns of a painful dilemma grab our attention. Millions of us settle down with a 
towel over our heads to complete the annual tax return. And millions more endure the chaos of 
crowded hospitals or the bleakness of care homes in January. Yet the one sacrifice seems ever less 
capable of paying for the other.  

In winter, hospitals get crowded not because people age suddenly, but because more people of ages 
are ill. But as time goes by more NHS resources are inexorably being diverted to looking after the 
elderly, leaving less capacity to deal with peaks in general demand. 

Meanwhile there are growing numbers of people needing both residential care and pension income. 

 

 


