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Foreword


AS GENERAL SECRETARY of the Scottish Trades Union Congress, I’m acutely aware of the importance of The Red Paper on Scotland to my organisation and the wider labour and trade union movement. The original Red Paper played a crucial role in shaping the thinking put forward by my predecessors for a Scottish Parliament – one that could protect the real wealth of the Scottish people – workers and their families.


While we helped achieve a Scottish Parliament, we are still some distance from a worker’s parliament. That is why this book is so timely.


Of course, a lot has changed since 1975. This was a time when the ‘irresistible march’ of nationalism and industrial unrest, wrote Gordon Brown, could be moulded in a socialist direction. But while it struck a positive tone, the Red Paper wasn’t naïve. It forewarned of the issues facing Scotland: ever greater external control of our economy, oil subverting Scotland’s manufacturing industry, and the rise of nationalism uprooting the British political order. All these trends have not only accelerated but remain relevant today.


That pessimism of the intellect, optimism of the will which seeps through the original Red Paper is needed now more than ever. Because 50 years on, the most likely ‘irresistible march’ seems to be that of the far right.


People are fed up with the British state. But they are increasingly fed up with the Scottish state too. The centre-left politicians of these islands are in the last chance saloon. If they let our people down, then our people will look to the far right for answers, and this danger is growing greater every day.


That is why the visionary proposals put forward in this Red Paper are so important. Because it is only through real substantive change that addresses the material concerns of ordinary people that we will stop the far right from gaining ground.


And there is no shortage of visionary proposals in this book. In pulling it together, the editor, Pauline Bryan, has done a great service to the labour and trade union movement.


Thankfully, the contributors are more diverse than the original Red Paper, but they all share the desire for radical redistribution that the original reflected.


Pauline Bryan, Salvador Allen Hughes, James Mitchell, Katrina Faccenda and Matt Kerr pick up the themes of democracy articulated 50 years ago by Gordon Brown and Tom Nairn and consider the need for change at UK, Scottish and Local Government level.


Stephen Low, Susan Galloway and Dave Watson consider how we rebuild our public services, hollowed out by 40 years of underfunding and outsourcing.


Vince Mills, Costas Lapavitsas, Richard Leonard and Sara Cowan revisit, in a modern context, the theme of social control over our economy, including in social care and manufacturing.


Frieda Park, Diarmaid Kelliher, Lynn Henderson, Thomas Morrison and Arthur West pick up the gauntlet from trade union titans such as Alex Ferry and consider how we can reinvigorate our trade unions and exert workers’ control over industry.


Coll McCail, Andrea Bradley, Rosie Hampton and Gavin Brewis trace out where we are and where we should go in relation to our education system, energy transition and the criminalisation of young people.


Denise Christie, Susan Morrison, David Archibald, Núria Araüna Baró, Tommy Breslin and Julie McNeill consider the unique power of culture to challenge, unite and transform – whether that be in the theatre, on our screens, through music or in our football stands.


And I can think of no one better than John Foster, a contributor to the original Red Paper, to close the book.


Not everyone will agree with everything written, but I have no doubt that these are the real debates and discussions that we need to have if we are to reverse the irresistible march of the far right, and deliver a fundamental shift in income, wealth and power towards workers, our families, and communities in Scotland and beyond.


As we stand on the cusp of further industrial and political change, I hope this Red Paper will have as significant an impact on the trade union and labour movement, and wider Scotland, as the original.




Roz Foyer


General Secretary, STUC


March 2025












Introduction


THIS BOOK IS AN invitation to everyone who is concerned about politics today to join the discussion about where we go from here. We need to remember the times of optimism as well as gloom. Central to any rejuvenation is revitalising democracy which means being involved not just when casting an occasional vote but seeing the opportunities and challenges in our communities, workplaces and the wider world.


Celebrating a book that was published 50 years ago, while trying to make it relevant to readers born this side of the 21st century is a challenge. The writers in this book believe that many of the issues that impact on life today were set in motion at the very time when Gordon Brown was bringing the authors together to produce the Red Paper on Scotland in 1975. So, while we mark its 50th anniversary, we try to understand its relevance for today and for the future.


The British and Scottish left at the time of the book’s publication seemed supremely confident that the world was theirs to win. The young Gordon Brown, as Student Rector of Edinburgh University, was a perfect expression of that confidence. He succeeded in bringing together 28 academics, trade unionists, and other writers (all of them men) to contribute to this seminal book. It followed on the heels of the successful Upper Clyde Shipbuilders work-in. The excitement that success generated was infectious. Not only had the ‘work-in’ tactic spread but its leaders, particularly Jimmy Reid, became TV personalities.


The share of national income paid to workers peaked in the mid-’70s and has been in decline since. The powerful trade union movement of the 1970s sustained not only high wages, but high social benefits in healthcare, education and social welfare. The Labour Party, returned in two elections during 1974, was compelled by trade union campaigning to repeal the Tories’ Industrial Relations Act that had tried to restrict the right to strike.


Optimism was bolstered by any number of socialist journals and newspapers as well as left bookshops giving space for lively debate. At this time of heightened political interest, The Red Paper on Scotland was an important publication; it helped create, not just catch, the mood of the day.


Few of the commentators at that time imagined that four years later Labour would lose power to the widely reviled Margaret Thatcher ‘milk snatcher’ and that it would be a further 18 years before Labour would once again win power. And could they have imagined the changes there would be during those years to society, to politics and to Gordon brown himself – from radical rector to conservative chancellor?


Despite the victory for the Tory government in 1979, Labour won the popular vote in Scotland. For the next three UK general elections Conservatives won across the UK while Scotland continued to vote Labour. The Tories went on to impose unpopular policies on Scotland; the Poll Tax, privatisation of utilities (except for water which was successfully resisted) and gerrymander local government with the abolition of Regional Councils.


The divergence between voting in England and voting in Scotland made the demand for devolution unstoppable, but the Scottish Parliament was shaped at the time of New Labour and was not the radical ‘workers’ parliament’ envisaged in the 1970s.


Ironically, the Parties that gained the most from the new Parliament were two parties that had initially opposed it – the Conservatives and the SNP. The Conservative Party returned 18 members to the first Scottish Parliament in 1999 despite their obliteration in the 1997 Westminster election and ultimately went on to replace Labour as the official opposition to the SNP in 2021. The SNP used the Scottish Parliament as a platform to build support for independence, largely by winning working class votes for what it presented as a social democratic alternative when New Labour was adopting neo-liberal ideas.


The Labour Party was taken unawares by the successful leadership campaign of Jeremy Corbyn in 2015. That short period brought many people into political activism for the first time and could have built a movement for change. For some people the undermining of the campaign left them disillusioned, but others were determined to learn the lessons of that time to prepare for future opportunities. They lost, but they learned.


The 2024 UK general election saw a big drop in the fortunes of the SNP: it was reduced to just 9 Westminster MPS, down from 48 in 2021. This, and the general turmoil within the Party, may suggest that it is a party in decline, and that Scottish Labour will be well placed to win the largest number of MSPS in the Scottish Parliament in 2026. As it stands, however, Scottish Labour under Anas Sarwar will have to offer a much stronger vision for the future to overcome the disappointment voters feel with the UK Labour Party.


The international situation is bleak. Progress on climate change has stalled and the right is gaining power across Europe encouraged by Trump’s nation first politics. All this, and the lack of progressive polices in the UK or in Scotland, creates what some call a ‘doom loop’


So here we are at the 50th anniversary of the Red Paper on Scotland, but now at a time when there are few illusions that either the SNP or Scottish Labour have plans for radical change. It is clear from the polls that the electorate has lost faith in both parties, and we may even see the Reform Party winning seats in Scotland.


This book presents a different vision for Labour, a vision full of hope, enshrined in the ideas of the founders of the Scottish and British Labour movement. The authors of this book believe only a radical redistribution of wealth and power within a democratic economy and society can realise that vision, and only a campaign for an economy dedicated to people’s needs will engage Scottish voters.


As we write, Scottish Labour is preparing a manifesto for the 2026 Scottish Parliament elections. It must decide whether it has a programme for the people of Scotland that dares to be different from the Westminster government.


Against this backdrop, this version of the Red Paper looks ahead to what positive options are available for the future.


As Gordon Brown wrote in 1975:




The social and economic problems confronting Scotland arise not from national suppression nor from London mismanagement (although we have had our share of both) but from the uneven and uncontrolled development of capitalism and the failure of successive governments to challenge and transform it.





Where now for Scotland?


There is a clear theme running through the book, and that is democracy. The use of the word has become narrow and applied to formal, political, electoral arrangements but the chapters in this book broaden it to mean empowering people to be active participants rather than passive recipients. It must also refer to economic control and to redistribution of wealth. Unequal societies cannot deliver full democratic participation. From local government to industrial development, from education to environmental campaigns, these issues are too important to be left to a technocratic elite. Democracy should include subsidiarity, enabling power to be exercised at the level closest to the people it affects.


Approaching the elections for the Scottish Parliament in 2026 the parties will be judged on the visions they have for giving power to people. A new government must recognise the urgency of transforming politics so that it isn’t captured by the right.


A future Scottish government must:




	Use the powers it already has to tackle economic decline and failures in services. It should introduce a wealth tax and fairer taxation policy as outlined by the STUC in Raising Taxes to Deliver for Scotland.



	Demand borrowing powers for rebuilding public services and infrastructure.


	Introduce a gender-equal economy that benefits everyone, particularly paid and unpaid carers and those experiencing economic inequality.


	Develop an industrial strategy with a focus on democratic, strategic economic planning. This should include a role for trade unions and community movements.


	Have the authority to enhance trade union rights beyond UK levels, but never below.


	Revitalise local government. Unelected boards, whether at the Scottish or local level, must be held accountable to elected representatives.


	Give local government powers to take the lead in municipal ownership of services and utilities.


	Provide long term investment in arts and culture making art available to everyone.


	Demand the right to participate in international trade negotiations and decisions on international policies to ensure that Scotland’s needs and values are represented. It should also have the authority to issue visas for migrants to live and work in Scotland.


	Work with the other devolved administrations to demand the abolition of the House of Lords and its replacement with a Senate of the Nations and Regions. This must be safeguarded by a codified UK constitution that prevents power grabs from the tier above.







Pauline Bryan


March 2025
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Gaining Powers, Losing Control





Introduction


Pauline Bryan


IN 1975 IT seemed inevitable that a Scottish Assembly would be established by the Labour Government before the end of its term. Gordon Brown and many of the other authors in The Red Paper on Scotland wrote with a belief that they were on the cusp of a new relationship between Scotland and the UK Government.


It turned out to be a critical time, but not for the reasons they had anticipated. Labour’s defeat in the 1979 election was not reflected in voting in Scotland, where Labour gained seats. The Thatcher Government seemed determined to change the political culture of Scottish politics through local government reorganisation, industry closures, privatisation and austerity. What it achieved instead was an increase in support for devolution.


The question running through many of the chapters in the original Red Paper on Scotland is how the voices of working people can be heard. The three chapters in this section, under the heading ‘Gaining Powers, Losing Control’, explore the same issue.


It has been an interesting five decades for Scottish politics. Just four years after The Red Paper on Scotland was published there was a referendum on devolution that was effectively scuppered by George Cunningham, a Labour MP, born in Scotland, but who represented an English constituency. He, like a number of Labour MPs, was opposed to devolution, and he successfully introduced an amendment to the legislation on the 1979 consultative referendum on Scottish devolution to nullify the result if support for devolution was less than 40 per cent of the total electorate. This not only prevented the establishment of a Scottish Assembly, but eventually brought down the Labour Government.


The 1997 referendum creating a Scottish Parliament has been described as a constitutional response to a political problem. There was such hostility in Scotland to the Thatcher and Major governments that nationalism was winning support, not just among Labour Party supporters, but among Labour Party members. Support for independence in that period peaked at 47 per cent in Ipsos polling in 1998 but fell quickly soon after, though not to the extent predicted by Labour Minister George Robertson that devolution would ‘kill nationalism stone dead’.


Looking back at the debates in the Westminster Parliament it was clear that there was a lack of clarity about the nature of sovereignty in the UK, and no recognition that such a significant change in the constitution implied a move towards a federal UK and shared sovereignty, with implications for England and the make-up of the second chamber.


Once the honeymoon period of having Labour in power in both Westminster and Holyrood (as well running most of the larger Scottish local authorities) was over, the tensions between the three layers of government began to test the fragile constitutional structure that had been established.


The three chapters here cover the three layers of government in Scotland and their impact on people’s lives.


Starting with local government, which is where most political engagement takes place, Katrina Faccenda and Matt Kerr, as local councillors, experience the daily frustrations of responsibility without power. They make the point that councils have been stripped of powers and subjected to greater scrutiny than any other level of government. Powers have been diverted to other bodies such as Integrated Joint Boards and City Region Deals that take decisions without being accountable.


The Scottish Government’s priorities are often imposed on local government with ring-fenced funding attached, limiting further already stretched budgets. Faccenda and Kerr argue that there is a real possibility that councils will be reduced to an extension of the Scottish Government without a political voice or role to represent local interests.


The Scottish Parliament was shaped by discussions held a decade before its introduction in the Scottish Constitutional Convention. As James Mitchell describes in his chapter, the Convention wanted to avoid some of the faults in the Westminster Parliament which had such low representation of women and ethnic minorities. The Convention was however later described by John McAllion MSP as elitist. That may have been unfair, but as James Mitchell points out, little thought was given to class. This could have been because it wasn’t thought necessary as it was expected to be, in the words of STUC General Secretary Jimmy Jack in 1972, a ‘workers’ parliament’.


It is understandable that a devolved parliament sandwiched between the UK government and local government would feel the need to stretch its reach both upwards and downwards. It has demanded and to some extent received greater powers, while having others clawed back by central government. For its part, as described earlier, it conducted its own power grab on local government.


James Mitchell argues for the reassertion of a commitment to subsidiarity that was part of the raison d’être of devolution. Subsidiarity in theory should devolve powers to the lowest level where they can be used effectively, but this commitment has been lost. He also argues that the power within the Scottish Parliament has become unbalanced. The founders pictured a strong effective legislature able to hold the executive to account through its committee structure. Instead, the Scottish Government has been able to rely on the ‘payroll vote’ and a weak committee system, to be largely untroubled by accountability.


The consequences of not holding a government to account, regardless of its political colours, are seen in the poor outcomes in the economy and public services.


The level with the greatest power and most distant from the electorate is the UK Government. Salvador Allen Hughes has written on how the lack of a codified constitution has contributed to the UK being one of the most centralised governments in an advanced democracy. That remains the case even after devolution.


Hughes makes a strong case for economic democracy being as necessary as political democracy. The unaccountability of central government has allowed it to become obedient to the interests of finance capital to the detriment of the UK economy as a whole.


He argues that political change should be more pluralistic and locally accountable, suggesting three routes to greater participation. Firstly, proportional representation; secondly, introducing participatory budgeting in local government; and thirdly, by primaries for the selection of candidates for election.


The two local councillors raise concerns about how people are represented in local decisions and make a case for activism, rather than passive representation through citizens assemblies. There is also a case for the right of party members to choose their candidates but, as Hughes argues, this must require party members to have genuine control of the process.


Whether it is the constitution of the state or of political parties Gordon Brown was right when he wrote in his introduction to The Red Paper on Scotland:




The question is not how men and women can be fitted to the needs of the system – but how the system can be fitted to the needs of men and women.





Fighting for Local Democracy


Katrina Faccenda & Matt Kerr


LOOKING AT THE current state of local government in Scotland it is difficult not to ask where it all went wrong. From the struggle to deliver the most basic services, the visible decay of the fabric of our cities and the difficulty in identifying one council in Scotland that has a clear strategy to implement something anywhere close to the municipal socialism of the ’80s, there is little evidence of progress and much evidence of decline.


For decades councils have been stripped of powers and subjected to greater scrutiny than any other level of government. Today’s large, multi-councillor wards have diminished the role of a councillor as a local champion. Political parties are indifferent, failing to develop strategies for local democracy and confirming the lack of value they give it. How has this come about?


The Wheatley Report in 1969 recognised that something was seriously wrong with local government in Scotland and suggested that the root of the problem was principally structural, highlighting an imbalance of power with UK central government. It also noted the low public standing of councillors with the consequential difficulty of attracting good quality candidates. The subsequent Local Government (Scotland) Act of 1973 eventually led, two years later, to the two-tier system of nine large regional and 53 district councils. One benefit of large regional authorities was their ability to redistribute resources from well-off to poorer areas.


During the Thatcher years, the political debate on the left in Scotland focused on devolution versus independence, pushing aside issues around improving the structure of local government. The Conservatives under John Major needed little encouragement to abolish regional councils, as the majority were controlled by Labour and a fair few of the Labour councillors were still fighting for jobs and services. Like many attempts to reorganise local government, it was carried out when central governments saw it as a threat to its interests.


The current arrangement in Scotland was imposed in 1994 by the Major Government, intending to extinguish once and for all the spirit of resistance in local government which had survived Thatcher’s rate-capping, poll tax, imposition of competitive-tendering, and decimation of block grants. Poorly evidenced accusations of high bureaucratic costs and wasted money were used as a front for dismantling the two-tier system and, with it, the ability to redistribute. Since some of the new authorities were too small to take on all local authority functions some powers were transferred to the Secretary of State, to joint boards and other forms of joint delivery. It was the beginning of a significant shift of power away from elected members to bureaucracy and quangos. Integrated Joint Boards and City Region Deals mean decisions on spending and strategy are taken without full democratic accountability.


Any hope that the establishment of the Scottish Parliament would result in further devolution and redistribution of power to local government has been buried. There has been no major legislation from the Scottish Parliament to restructure local government, and the endless and often costly discussions and consultations around community empowerment remain meaningless without reform of the mechanisms that could implement them. The erosion of local authorities’ powers has been accompanied by additional responsibilities to deliver the priorities of central government, with a growing chunk of funding ring-fenced to do this, meaning that councils have become delivery bodies, rather than a form of government.


When the Scottish Government has considered subsidiarity and local government, the latter is often presented as incapable, incompetent and profligate. MSPS and MPS assume that it is their right to hold councillors to account rather than that of local electors. The Best Value duties introduced under the Local Government in Scotland Act 2003 demand that local authorities develop arrangements to demonstrate continuous improvement in their performance but leave them with an endless and expensive series of audits. It could be argued that it takes some nerve for the Scottish Government to place duties of ‘vision and leadership’ and ‘effective use of resources’ on local government while it is failing in these same duties.


The Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act 2015 was described as helping to empower community bodies through the ownership of land and buildings, and by strengthening their voices in the decisions that matter to them. Instead, it has become just another method to bypass and undermine councillors. Although presented as progressive, community empowerment is often used to strip powers from councillors and transfer them to individuals and self-selected groups of people. Asset transfers may give communities possession of their own buildings but are more likely to push unwanted responsibilities onto communities forced to deal with a threat of closure, or to pass valuable assets to the private sector.


The 2020 revised statutory guidelines for Best Value were presented as guidance to help local authorities and other public bodies demonstrate continuous improvement in their performance. They may have been described as a gold standard approach to financial responsibility, but the demand for alignment between a local authority’s budgets and its strategic priorities has allowed bureaucrats to block the political aspirations of democratically elected representatives. Councillors should feel angry at how Scottish governments have continuously dictated to local government.


Meanwhile, councils remain under-funded and unpopular as they implement the cuts passed down from central government, increase the charges for their non-statutory services and raise council house rents to balance their budgets. The Confederation of Local Authorities (COSLA) does in theory represent councils, but it seldom operates as an instrument of collective strength to demand more powers or to reform the broken funding system. When Holyrood politicians make decisions to freeze the council tax, they deny councils vital funds and blatantly disrespect the rights of democratically elected councils.


One of the first issues facing the new Scottish Parliament was its relationship with Scottish local government. The 1999 McIntosh Commission on Local Government identified the loss of local discretion over revenue raising, introduced under the Tories, as having undermined the credentials of local government – but the call for a review of local government finance was not accepted by the then Labour led Scottish Executive, and had to be taken up by the Local Government Committee of the Scottish Parliament.


In 2002 the Committee’s Report made the case for other forms of taxation in addition to council tax including land tax, local income tax, sales tax and a service tax as well as a council tax revaluation. Instead, the Local Government in Scotland Act 2003 gave powers to raise fees and income, often leading to those least able to afford it being charged higher fees for access to non-statutory services like libraries and sports. Report after report has agreed that councils should have more power to raise revenue and that it is for their electorate to hold them to account on how council budgets are spent and how funding is raised. Twenty-two years later all we have is the option of a transient visitor levy which is welcomed by councils like Edinburgh but will not touch the sides of councils’ deficits.


Instead of exploring ways of bringing power closer to our communities, the discussion in the Scottish Labour Party has become sidetracked on to whether we need metro mayors. This idea may appeal to those who want to emulate the celebrity status achieved by some successful metro mayors in England. It does, however, fail to consider several factors, including: the role of the Scottish Parliament; whether cross-council City Region deals have achieved anything significant; why we need another, less accountable, layer of government – particularly one where politics is reduced to a beauty parade and personality stifles debate on policy.


A similar debate occurred in 1999 at the time of the McIntosh Commission on Local Government when in the early days of the Scottish Parliament the idea of directly elected council leaders was considered. The concept seems to pop up every time the future of local government or indeed the future of democracy is discussed. It is the answer to everything and the solution to nothing.


The executive system is endemic in Scotland’s local authorities and normalises the centralisation of power providing the perfect ‘gateway drug’ to encourage the move to elected mayors. There is a new caste of politician who has experienced ‘the taste of honey’ – having power without those awkward committees that stop them getting things done. It is a small step from this to supporting the role of metro mayors.


Given that we have experienced years of decline in local government, have been fed on a diet of tales of council powerlessness, profligacy and bureaucracy and been alienated from the political process, it is hardly surprising that the idea of elected mayors proves such an easy sell. What it represents however, alongside the ever-growing quangocracy, is the triumph of the unaccountable executive over scrutiny, and status over substance; it’s the final crowning achievement, the de-politicisation of everyday life.


The dangers of this should be obvious enough. No matter how much people may gaze longingly at the metro mayors of England, attracted by the seemingly unstoppable ability to deliver on policies like public transport, a pause for thought is required.


The entire edifice rests on the West Wing watcher’s belief in the earnestness of it all; that those in a position to wield such power are not only the great, but the good, and that any tendency to excess can be dealt with, not by the wise counsel of an elected council, but by the expert ‘staffer’. The answer to calls for action will come in poetry so photogenically delivered that any rank of question just melts away. It narrows the gene-pool of ideas to those who can win access to the chief, and any access that fellow elected members can achieve – whether on a council or parliament – soon competes with access gained through patronage.


Patronage conferred by the mayor to ‘staffers’, and patronage conferred on the mayor by business – it’s so much easier when there’s only one head to turn.


Debate matters, local input matters, workers’ voices matter, and it is not just the mayoral system but also the executive system that undermines each of these vital democratic components.


Committees can be dull, tedious, and frustrating, all the more so for the growing lack of ability to chair them amongst the political classes. This problem is exacerbated by the belief that they are less a forum for debate and more a platform for social media clips.


It is worth considering the origins of elected mayors in recent political developments. The demand for elected mayors did not emerge from any great popular movement for better local democracy. There were no campaigns of any note to create them. The Local Government Act 2000 began the job of undermining councils, forcing a move from committees to executives and from that position, it gave the option of a local referendum on a having a directly elected mayor. Since the establishment of the original metro mayors, the majority of referendums on creating elected mayors have resulted in ‘no’ votes. As of May 2024, 13 local authorities, all in England, have elected mayors.


Blair is often hailed as the Prime Minister who delivered devolution to Scotland and Wales, but in truth he was simply in post when decades of grassroots campaigning rendered those cases unanswerable. It is notable that, lacking the years of diligent campaigning and pressing of the case, similar later efforts to deliver regional assemblies in England fell flat on their faces.


We would argue that the revitalisation of local democracy must be central to the project of winning a socialist future; after all it is where the seeds of much of the social progress seen in the last century were sown. From housing and education to health and social work, the proving grounds have always been local. As have many of the battlegrounds.


But before the fighting begins, we need to know what we are fighting for. Community councils and tenants and residents’ associations, imperfect as they are, were long the backbone of local democratic involvement. Councillors throughout the land were challenged face to face on their action or inaction at these meetings and kept informed of local issues that may not always have made it into the council inbox.


In recent decades that has begun to dwindle, creating a gap that in many communities has either gone unfilled altogether or been squatted on by so-called citizens’ assemblies. These bodies are barely worthy of the name as hard-pressed communities are set against each other to compete for council grants or discuss precisely how they would like their services decimated.


Notable exceptions include Unite’s community branches, tenants’ unions and Living Rent, whose ability to organise door to door, close to close and street to street, mirror the methods and results of their antecedents who won social housing, rent controls and the vote in the early part of the last century.


Those experiencing the power of collective action in such organisations, often for the first time, must be at the heart of any socialist and democratic shift. The role of councillors in this instance must be as encourager, giving backing to whatever way people in their locality choose to organise.


Back at the chambers, executive, unaccountable, power must be dismantled wherever possible. If poseurs wish to use committees for social media, at least let us make sure that they are challenged and that the challenges matter. This will meet with resistance, not only from officers who have grown used to centring policy on pleasing a single cabinet member, but from some elected members who have either grown used to challenge being retrospective or would feel ill-equipped to make their case – itself a tragedy.


The democratising of outside boards must be central. Health and social care partnerships would not be a bad place to start. Glasgow’s 85 elected members, for example, have no practical way to develop or scrutinise social care policy in the city, nor decide on a budget amounting to almost a third of its entire expenditure.


City Region deals are as opaque, undemocratic, and equally as susceptible to lobbying as the elected mayoral system. Their existence is a testament to how desperate councils have become after being dangled on the end of a string by central government through decades of power-grabs and cuts. The most important change that could come to councils in Scotland though, is for powers of general competence to return – powers enjoyed by almost all local authorities in the developed world.


Only now, after a decade of budgets being slashed, has the Scottish Government begun to consider devolving powers to councils on things like tourist taxes and congestion charging. While a reformed grants structure from the centre must remain as a vital corrective to deprivation and Scotland’s very own uneven development, councils must be given the power to levy taxes appropriate to their locale at the level they choose.


This single step would open the possibilities for tax options on the likes of wealth either unavailable or unused by the Scottish Parliament, but above all it would give the voters real choices. Whether they organise to fight a local levy or to campaign for one, local government would move from being an arms-length cuts machine, to a centre of power that matters in every community. It could return local governments to where they once were, battlegrounds of ideas, centres of resistance where governments could meet their match.


That is of course why central government stripped so much from them, but if we are to reverse that, if we are to win any of the asks here, or turn the tide on decades of cuts, we need more than a shrug of the shoulders and a pained expression of powerlessness on budget day.


If we want to see and support communities coming to the fore, to see the needs, wants, and collective aspirations of the working class fulfilled, councillors must lead by example and use their mandate to fight for it.


After all, if councillors won’t fight for local democracy, how can we expect anyone else to?


Holyrood and Westminster – Learning to Live Together


James Mitchell


THERE WAS ONE reason above all others for the emphatic endorsement of devolution in the 1997 referendum. Margaret Thatcher’s period in power convinced many Scots that they needed some means of preventing the imposition of Tory policies, such as the poll tax, in future. The old Scottish Office had been established over a century before to acknowledge Scottish distinctiveness at the heart of government but this pre-democratic institution looked increasingly anachronistic, especially when the governing party at Westminster lacked support in Scotland. Eighteen years of Tory rule helped mobilise support for a Scottish Parliament that would be responsible for Scottish Office functions. The Scottish Parliament added a democratic element to a pre-existing arrangement. The demand for a Scottish Parliament was, however, defensive. There was less thought given to the kind of Scotland that a new devolved polity might help create.


The Scotland Act 1978, the original model of devolution developed in response to a surge in nationalist support in the 1970s, was dusted down and amended but there was less effort than needed to consider the purpose of devolution. Bolder ideas that had been considered in the early 1980s, including fiscal powers with devolution, seen as an ‘important component of the Alternative Economic Strategy’ by members of the Labour Coordinating Committee, were quietly dropped. But the incipient radicalism was later diluted. Emphasis was placed on symbolic change most notably in references to a Scottish Parliament rather than Assembly.


From 1989, the Scottish Constitutional Convention had deliberated on the form devolution should take. Its main contribution was in terms of representation. The emphasis was on party political, gender and ethnic minorities’ representation. The Convention concluded in favour of the Additional Member System and greater representation of women and other groups that had been under-represented in the Commons. There was little thought as to class representation, reflecting the decline of class thinking generally. Debate on devolution’s powers was limited. The working assumption was that Scottish Office responsibilities would transfer to the Scottish Parliament. Labour support for tax-raising powers in the early 1980s evolved into support for tax-varying powers in an effort to convey fiscal responsibility and reject Tory accusations that Labour was a ‘tax-and-spend’ party. The paltry tax-varying powers were more significant symbolically than useful policy tools.


Devolution was largely untested in its early years because Labour was in office in London and Edinburgh and, more importantly, this period coincided with significant growth in public spending. High levels of spending lubricated relations between London and Edinburgh. The financing through a base-and-formula mechanism, commonly known as the Barnett formula, meant that Scotland continued to benefit from historically higher levels of public spending than other parts of the UK. These conditions helped embed devolution.


But relations between Holyrood and Westminster deteriorated in more challenging times when the SNP gained office in Edinburgh and the Tories moved rightwards in London. Blame games replaced constructive joint efforts to address social and economic challenges. This was exacerbated when Brexit was used by the Conservative Government in London as an opportunity to reverse devolution, raising questions as to how to protect existing devolved competences.


There were modest policy initiatives and occasional conflicts with London. An obsession with policy divergence between Scotland and the rest of the UK (rUK) was probably inevitable amongst the commentariat but proved a distraction. In some cases, the divergence resulted from policy changes in London rather than Edinburgh. The introduction of tuition fees south of the border was not adopted in Scotland. The Scottish Parliament endorsed recommendations of a Royal Commission on Long Term Care for the Elderly, established by the Blair Government on coming to office, that were rejected by Westminster. Inevitably, there were conflicts. The issue was whether and how they would be resolved. Differences over the handling of the foot-and-mouth crisis in 2001, funding of policing at the g8 summit at Gleneagles in 2005, on regulation of airguns created some friction but never escalated into the kind of battles that would occur later. Policy aims were often shared and differences focused on how they should be achieved. That basic prerequisite of collaboration could not remove policy disputes but provided the basis for workable and constructive relations.


The real test of devolution came when the two conditions that had created a positive environment for good relations ended. In 2007, the SNP won one more seat than Labour in Holyrood with 47 of the 129 MSPS and formed a minority government. Three years later the Tories were returned in coalition with the Liberal Democrats at Westminster. Even more challenging was the economic and fiscal context. The sub-prime banking crisis that started in the US reverberated across the globe in 2007–9. The Royal Bank of Scotland, then claiming to be the world’s largest bank and which politicians of all parties competed to be associate with, had to be rescued by the state along with other banks and building societies. The UK Government response was austerity.


Neither the SNP nor Tories wanted to be seen to undermine devolution initially. Each party had stood outside the Constitutional Convention and were perceived by many Scots who supported devolution as likely to undermine the devolved settlement for different reasons. The SNP was thought likely to pick fights with London at every turn in pursuit of independence. And the Tories, it was assumed, had not come to terms with devolution. Each needed to demonstrate that they would make devolution work if they had any prospect of building support. David Cameron’s ‘respect agenda’ had its mirror in Alex Salmond’s emphasis on governing devolution competently. The SNP was so successful in creating an image of competence that it won an overall majority in Holyrood four years after first forming a government. The 2011 election result, however, set Scotland on a different path. Respect was abandoned by the Tories and the SNP shifted focus onto the constitution.


The SNP manifesto commitment to an independence referendum played little part in the campaign and the constitutional question had declined in significance between the 2007 and 2011 elections but ironically the referendum was now firmly on the agenda. Buoyed up by polls showing support for independence at only around 30 per cent, Cameron agreed that a referendum would be held insisting that voters should be given a binary choice. Research shows that around a quarter of voters then supported independence when offered three options: independence, more powers or the status quo. The status quo and ‘more powers’ each had the support of around 40 per cent. The question was how the significant body of people who preferred more powers would behave.


In the event they split fairly evenly in the 2014 independence referendum though slightly more towards independence. The substance of ‘more powers’ was inadequately defined, reflected dissatisfaction with the alternatives and likely only found expression as ‘more powers’ due to the framing of the question and lack of an alternative means of expressing dissatisfaction. The constitutional framing of politics encouraged, if not forced, a choice at either end of a constitutional continuum.


There were different ways of considering devolved powers. From a nationalist perspective, it involved an insatiable accumulation of more powers with independence as the end point. But an alternative perspective saw government as a complex structure with a range of policy tools available, and decisions to be made on the most appropriate location of such tools. A third perspective added to the second and took account of political preferences, how powers would be used depending on location. Many Scots assumed that an empowered Scottish Parliament would be both able and willing to use its powers to create a fairer Scotland. This was based on an assumption that Scotland was more ‘progressive’ than the rest of the UK. The experience of quarter of a century of devolution has challenged that last perspective to some extent.
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