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Politics, spin and the Scottish referendum
Between 2014 and 2016, the UK has seen two of the most remarkable referendums in its history. First, in 2014 Scotland held a referendum on whether to remain within the United Kingdom, of which is had been a member (sometimes reluctantly) since 1707. And in June 2016, the UK then held a referendum on whether to remain within the European Union, of which it has been a member since 1973. Let’s take a look at the Scottish referendum first. Scottish politics have generally tended to be left-wing, with a great deal of support for the UK’s Labour party, and very little support for the Conservatives. This of course meant that Labour saw the possibility of a Scottish departure from the Union as a potential major disaster, while at the same time the Conservatives tended to view any break-up of the Union as a negative outcome, since the country as a whole would inevitably weaken – not to mention that the bulk of the UK’s oil reserves lie mainly in Scottish waters.
This resulted in an uneasy alliance between the two main British political parties, at a time when the country was being run by a coalition between Conservatives and Liberal Democrats – another uneasy alliance. Meanwhile, the left-wing Scottish Nationalist Party, led by Alex Salmond, was making great inroads into people’s perceptions of Scotland’s future. The SNP had been gaining in strength for some time, despite opposition from all major media sources: The Scottish Sun newspaper ran a front-page image of a hangman’s noose in May 2007 with the headline, ‘Vote SNP and you put Scotland’s head in the noose’ (Macwhirter, 2007). Scots don’t take kindly to this type of treatment, and support for the SNP grew rapidly until the party became the controlling group in the Scottish Parliament.
Campaigning on all sides was very determined, and there was a great deal of heated discussion about who should be allowed to vote: some said that Scots living outside Scotland should be able to vote, and it was even suggested that the whole of the UK should be eligible since the outcome would affect the whole country. Eventually it was agreed that anyone living in Scotland over the age of 16 should be able to vote.
The campaigning was organised on the one hand by the Yes campaign (backed by the SNP and the Scottish Socialist Party) and on the other hand by the Better Together campaign, backed by the Conservative and Labour parties from Westminster, and headed by former Chancellor of the Exchequer Alistair Darling. Both groups were funded by public contributions – UK electoral law is very strict on how campaigns are funded, so central government funds could not be used.
Campaigning became complicated by several factors: as a member of the UK, Scotland is also part of the European Union, but would probably have to make a new membership application if it were no longer part of the UK. Second, there was the question of currency. Central government said that Scotland would no longer have the right to use the pound, and would have to establish its own currency or join the Euro. Scottish campaigners countered that they could easily continue to use the pound, and had as much right to it as England – to which Better Together campaigners replied that therefore Scotland would have to take on its share of the national debt. Third, defence was a major issue, since the UK’s nuclear submarine base at Faslane is in Scotland, and the major shipbuilding yards in Scotland produce most of Britain’s warships. Defence contractors such as Thales said they would be unlikely to invest in an independent Scotland, and BAE said they would resume shipbuilding in Portsmouth in the event of Scotland leaving. The submarines are more of a problem, since there is no alternative location for them at present, and one would have to be built.
The UK treasury issued a report to the effect that the Scottish banking system could not withstand a crisis: some major banks (including, bizarrely, the Royal Bank of Scotland) said that they would have to relocate their headquarters to London, and Weir Group pointed out that 70% of Scottish exports went to the rest of the UK. The Yes campaigners counteracted by pointing out that Scotland has a lower deficit than the rest of the UK, and a higher GDP per capita than France. Also, of course, Scotland has oil. The Yes campaign produced figures showing that Scotland would do better economically if it were not tied to UK central policies.
Meanwhile the emotional campaign built. As opinion polls began to show that there was a very real danger of the Yes camp winning, senior Labour politicians from Westminster went to Scotland in the hopes of bolstering support for Better Together. One humourist followed them round in a rickshaw with loudspeakers playing the Death Star theme from Star Wars, while shouting ‘These lovely people, they have travelled all the way from England to tell us they are better to rule us than anybody else, our imperial masters’ through a megaphone (Nsubuga, 2014). Yes campaigners accused the BBC of bias in its reporting, and protests were held outside the BBC Scotland offices and studios: senior people from BBC Scotland were called to appear before a Scottish Parliament committee to answer questions about apparent bias. As the date of the referendum grew closer, opinion polls began to show a majority Yes outcome by a narrow margin.
Eventually, of course, all the arguments about the economy, and defence, and membership the EU paled into insignificance against the emotive arguments about Scotland being an independent nation again after 300 years. This emotionally-charged atmosphere led to a turnout of over 84%, the largest in UK history: in the event, the No campaign won with 55% of the votes. In the aftermath, there was a palpable sense of relief south of the border, on both sides of the political stage. In Scotland, Alex Salmond resigned from the SNP in favour of his deputy, Nicola Sturgeon. Unfortunately for Labour, Nicola Sturgeon led the SNP to a landslide victory in the 2015 general election, taking 40 seats from Labour and ending up with 56 of the 59 Scottish seats in the Westminster Parliament. Much of this success was attributed to her personality and skill in debate, as well as her obvious patriotism. In the wake of the Leave result Nicola Sturgeon said that it is ‘democratically unacceptable’ that Scotland faces being taken out of the EU when it voted to Remain (Cooper, 2016). A second independence referendum for the country is now highly likely.
Questions
1.	Why might an emotional argument outweigh the practical discussions about the economy?
2.	Why are personalities more important than issues in election campaigns?
3.	Why might someone commit funds to an election campaign before hearing all the arguments?
4.	Explain voting behaviour in terms of attribute, expectancy and affection.
5.	If Scotland had a second referendum to ‘remain’ in the EU post-Brexit on the 29 March 2019, what effect will that have on the rest of Britain (England, Wales and North Ireland)?
