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Enough of the Scottish subsidy myth -
Scotland pays its way in the Union

Scotland pays its way in the Union - it's
time the London commentariat
acknowledged that.
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The notion that Scottish public services are subsidised by English taxpayers has become so
commonplace in UK politics that not even David Dimbleby, the supposedly neutral presenter
of BBC Question Time, thinks twice about repeating it. During an exchange on a recent show
with Liberal Democrat Jo Swinson about her decision to vote as a Scottish MP to impose
tuition fees on English students, Dimbleby said, "You voted for England to have fees,
whereas Scotland, as we know, with the amount of money that comes from England, doesn't
need to have them."

This view is based on the discrepancy between levels of public spending per head of the
population in Scotland and England. According to the Treasury's latest Public Expenditure
Statistics, Scots gets an average of £10,212 spent on them every year by the UK government,
compared with around £8,588 -- £1,624 less -- for people in England.

In line with narrative of the Scottish welfare subsidy, the extra cash allows Scotland to
provide its students with free higher education, its elderly with free personal care and
concessionary travel, and its sick with free prescription medication, while their English
equivalents are forced to go without.

This so-called "Union dividend" is also used by many London-based journalists and
politicians -- many of whom would describe themselves as social democrats -- who argue that
current levels of public expenditure in Scotland would be unsustainable were it to break away
and become an independent country.

Yet, if the London commentariat took the time to examine the figures a little more closely,
they would discover what a large number people north of the border already know: not only
does Scotland more than pay its way in the Union, but its overall fiscal position would
actually be stronger as a fully sovereign nation.

Let's tackle the subsidy charge first. Scots represent 8.4 per cent of the UK's total population,
but they generate 9.4 per cent of its annual revenues in tax -- equivalent to £1,000 extra per



person. The remaining £624 is easily accounted for by decades of UK government under-
spending in Scotland on defence and on other items which are not routinely broken down by
region, such as foreign office services.

Second, there's the claim that Scotland's "bloated™ welfare state could not be sustained
outside the Union. This is nonsense. Including its per capita share of revenues from North
Sea oil and gas production, Scotland's public expenditure probably does not exceed the
OECD average and is almost certainly lower than that of the Scandinavian social
democracies. The fact that the Treasury cynically refuses to class those revenues as part of
Scotland's overall annual economic output inflates the level of public sector expenditure as a
proportion of GDP relative to that of the private sector.

Finally, one of the most common -- and least well-considered -- claims made by supporters of
the Union is that the 2008 global financial meltdown shattered the economic case for
independence. How, they argue, would the economy of tiny, independent Scotland have been
able to cope with the burden of debt needed to rescue its financial sector from collapse? It
wouldn't, of course, but according to George Walker, professor of financial regulation and
policy at the University of Glasgow, Scotland would only have had to take on a proportion of
the total cost of the bail-out based on the subsidiaries and business operations of HBOS and
RBS in Scotland. This would probably amount to no more than 5 per cent.

For the sake of argument, nationalists might also wish to note that Scotland's 2009 - 2010
deficit was, at 6.8 per cent of GDP, a full 3 per cent lower than England's, and that the likely
defence expenditure of an independent Scotland would, at around $1.8bn per year in line with
Nordic average, be roughly £1bn less than what the UK currently spends on its behalf.

But why should Unionists let the economic facts ruin the image they have built up of
Scotland as a nation of selfish, indulged welfare "mendicants"?The subsidy myth is too
politically useful to be simply abandoned. Of course, if they ever do come to terms with the
reality that Scotland could survive on its own - and even prosper - it will probably be too late

anyway.


mailto:?subject=Enough%20of%20the%20Scottish%20subsidy%20myth%20-%20Scotland%20pays%20its%20way%20in%20the%20Union&body=http://www.newstatesman.com/blogs/the-staggers/2011/11/scotland-12288-union-public
http://www.newstatesman.com/print/node/41796

Attention
Business Owners

FREE Double
DVD Set Reveals
77 Ways To Get
More Customers

Learn More

Most read

Jan Morris: No one else needs to climb Everest — let’s turn it into a memorial
Jan Morris

It was the working class, not the middle class that sunk Labour

Jon Trickett

Watch: new Tory minister Priti Patel's excruciating blather when asked if she still supports
the death penalty

Media Mole

Labour's path back to power is tougher than you think

Stephen Bush

Do you miss the Lib Dems yet? Don't worry, you will

Helen Lewis

“Gatwick — affordable and deliverable”

London Gatwick. Obviously.

About James Maxwell

James Maxwell is a Scottish political journalist. He is based between Scotland and London.

From the magazine



http://www.newstatesman.com/politics/2015/05/jan-morris-no-one-else-needs-climb-everest-let-s-turn-it-memorial
http://www.newstatesman.com/writers/jan_morris
http://www.newstatesman.com/politics/2015/05/it-was-working-class-not-middle-class-sunk-labour
http://www.newstatesman.com/writers/jon_trickett
http://www.newstatesman.com/media-mole/2015/05/watch-new-tory-minister-priti-patels-excruciating-blather-when-asked-if-she-still
http://www.newstatesman.com/media-mole/2015/05/watch-new-tory-minister-priti-patels-excruciating-blather-when-asked-if-she-still
http://www.newstatesman.com/writers/113605
http://www.newstatesman.com/politics/2015/05/labours-path-back-power-tougher-you-think
http://www.newstatesman.com/writers/116513
http://www.newstatesman.com/helen-lewis/2015/05/do-you-miss-lib-dems-yet-dont-worry-you-will
http://www.newstatesman.com/writers/helen_lewis
http://www.newstatesman.com/2015/05/gatwick-affordable-and-deliverable
http://www.newstatesman.com/magazine
http://r.turn.com/r/click?id=k42JJo9PWickWAoAIQQBAA&invsrc=9&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.cardellmedia.com%2Fturn2-dvd%2F
http://www.newstatesman.com/writers/james_maxwell

Channel 4's The VVote was dull - especially compared to the real drama of election
night

Rachel Cooke

From Falstaff to Loman: behind the scenes with Anthony Sher

Antonia Quirke

—

The reason | liked Ed was the same reason that everyone else thought he was useless

Suzanne Moore



http://www.newstatesman.com/culture/2015/05/channel-4s-vote-was-dull-especially-compared-real-drama-election-night
http://www.newstatesman.com/culture/2015/05/channel-4s-vote-was-dull-especially-compared-real-drama-election-night
http://www.newstatesman.com/writers/rachel_cooke
http://www.newstatesman.com/culture/2015/05/falstaff-loman-behind-scenes-anthony-sher
http://www.newstatesman.com/writers/antonia_quirke
http://www.newstatesman.com/politics/2015/05/reason-i-liked-ed-was-same-reason-everyone-else-thought-he-was-useless
http://www.newstatesman.com/writers/suzanne_moore
http://www.newstatesman.com/culture/2015/05/channel-4s-vote-was-dull-especially-compared-real-drama-election-night
http://www.newstatesman.com/culture/2015/05/falstaff-loman-behind-scenes-anthony-sher
http://www.newstatesman.com/politics/2015/05/reason-i-liked-ed-was-same-reason-everyone-else-thought-he-was-useless

Modern life is a miracle. If you don’t believe me, read this book

Tracey Thorn

Hooray Henrys (and Henriettas) did not hold back on election night

Kevin Maquire

I was right (and I’m sorry), an end to the A-word, Miliband’s dignity and VE Day flag
confusion

Peter Wilby


http://www.newstatesman.com/lifestyle/2015/05/modern-life-miracle-if-you-don-t-believe-me-read-book
http://www.newstatesman.com/writers/71729
http://www.newstatesman.com/politics/2015/05/commons-confidential-return-roaring-hearties
http://www.newstatesman.com/writers/kevin_maguire
http://www.newstatesman.com/2015/05/i-was-right-and-i-m-sorry-end-word-miliband-s-dignity-and-ve-day-flag-confusion
http://www.newstatesman.com/2015/05/i-was-right-and-i-m-sorry-end-word-miliband-s-dignity-and-ve-day-flag-confusion
http://www.newstatesman.com/writers/peter_wilby
http://www.newstatesman.com/lifestyle/2015/05/modern-life-miracle-if-you-don-t-believe-me-read-book
http://www.newstatesman.com/politics/2015/05/commons-confidential-return-roaring-hearties
http://www.newstatesman.com/2015/05/i-was-right-and-i-m-sorry-end-word-miliband-s-dignity-and-ve-day-flag-confusion

v ma— v

The Tory triumph

Has David Cameron defeated
Labour for a generation?

The Tory triumph

New Statesman

Special Offer

issues
for just

Plus receive

Current issue

Andrew Marr Shre Tobaae
- .

A |

NewStatesman

The Tory triumph

Haw D u]unmnkk‘nl



http://www.newstatesman.com/2015/05/tory-triumph-0
http://www.newstatesman.com/writers/new_statesman
http://www.newstatesman.com/2015/05/tory-triumph-0
https://subscribe.newstatesman.com/
http://www.newstatesman.com/magazine

