
SUBMISSION FROM UNISON SCOTLAND 
 
Introduction  
UNISON Scotland welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Committee’s consultation 
on the Scotland Bill. UNISON is Scotland's largest public sector trade union 
representing over 160,000 members delivering public services. 
 
Q1. The aims of the Scotland Bill and the White Paper (Strengthening Scotland’s 
Future) are that it will ―enhance the financial accountability of the Parliament and 
Government in Scotland, improve working arrangements between Westminster and 
Holyrood Parliaments and Governments, and extend the powers and functions of the 
Scottish Parliament and the Scottish Government.― In your view, do the proposals in 
the Bill and the White Paper achieve these purposes? 
 
A. UNISON Scotland supported the Calman Review process. We believed the 
proposals which emerged from it were broadly welcome but could have gone further. 
Our attitude towards this Bill is similar. We believe the bill has the potential to improve 
both the workings of Government and financial accountability.  
 
That said, the Scottish Government should have the capacity to raise capital by issuing 
bonds - we believe that excluding this financing option is a serious failing in the bill  
 
Q2. What is your view on the approach proposed in the Scotland Bill to substituting the 
revenue from taxes levied by the Scottish Parliament for some of the grant from the UK 
Government which presently supports the Scottish budget? 
 
A. UNISON Scotland would be broadly supportive of this approach. However, we 
recognise the challenges in operating a system that includes a variable yield income 
with only limited taxation options. There will therefore need to be effective transitional 
arrangements to ensure that the new tax powers cover the loss of block grant. 
 
Q3. What is your view of the proposal in the Scotland Bill for a Scottish rate of income 
tax levied on all income tax bands, and the reduction of UK income tax in Scotland by 
10p in the pound accordingly? How would this work, are the proposals effective and are 
the proposed inter- Governmental mechanisms adequate? 
 
A. Clearly not all of the detail as to how this process will be managed is available yet.  
New Intergovernmental mechanisms will have to be developed. As long as these are 
focussed round the principle that the new arrangement is intended to ensure a transfer 
of powers rather than resources - and monitored and reviewed on that basis - we would 
be supportive. We do believe that the Scottish Parliament should have the ability to vary 
the tax levied on each band. 
 
 
 



Q4. How would the framework have performed over the recent downturn, particularly in 
the light of the significant shocks to tax revenues? Is the system robust to cope with 
such challenging periods and return Scotland to economic growth – if not, what 
frameworks are in place to address this? 
 
A. The recent downturn highlights the need for borrowing powers - including in the form 
of the capacity to issue bonds. This would help protect investment from short term 
shocks to tax revenues.  
  
The recent downturn also highlights the need for close intergovernmental monitoring of 
any new arrangements in order that stability is maintained as well as transitional 
arrangements.  
 
Whilst it is important that every effort is made to ensure that the framework is as robust 
as possible. In the longer term what will be of greater importance will be strong 
oversight of its performance and a willingness to intervene where necessary to prevent 
unintended shortfalls.  
  
Q5. What is your opinion of the proposals to create devolved taxes, Stamp Duty Land 
Tax and Landfill Tax, and the power to create new devolved taxes? 
 
A. UNISON Scotland would be broadly supportive of these changes  
 
Q6. Do you have a view on the proposed new borrowing powers set out in the Scotland 
Bill? 

A. We welcome the establishment of the principle that the Scottish Government should 
have borrowing powers greater than it currently enjoys (ie to bridge short term cash flow 
issues). UNISON Scotland believes it is vital that the Scottish Government has 
borrowing powers. Indeed it is illogical that local government in Scotland can have such 
powers (established by an act of the Scottish Parliament in 2003) but that the 
Government itself does not.  

Borrowing powers would mean that the Scottish Government would have much greater 
scope in planning and funding efficient investment in Scottish public services such as 
health and education without having to rely on the discredited PFI methods which have 
been extensively and expensively used in the past. 

However UNISON Scotland does not believe that the borrowing powers proposed in the 
bill are either adequate or appropriate. The insistence that the Scottish Government is 
restricted to making loan arrangements – rather than having the capacity to issue bonds 
- is a serious failing in the Bill.   
 
We believe the Scottish Government should be given the power to issue investment 
bonds.  
 



We do not accept the view recently expressed by UK Treasury Minister David Gauke 
that such a power raises “the risk of confusion in the gilts market” with potential 
consequences for overall UK finances.  
 
We do not believe that this position is tenable - local authorities already have these 
powers and no one has suggested that these damage the UK's credit rating.  
  
Indeed past experience suggests otherwise.  For example, Transport for London has 
undertaken bond issues on three occasions between 2004 and 2006, with borrowing 
costs only slightly higher than those incurred by the UK Government.  
 
We do not think it is either fair or efficient that the Scottish Government should have 
more restrictions on how it raises investment income than a transport quango.  
 
Internationally there are many examples of sub national Governments having the power 
to raise capital from money markets via the issuing of rated bonds. In the US, bond 
issuing powers are available to both state and local government’s  - including states 
with considerably smaller populations than Scotland (eg Rhode Island, Wyoming ).  
 
Other examples include Canadian Provinces and Spanish Regions – some of these, at 
various points have received higher credit ratings than their national governments.       
 
Q7. What is your assessment of the plans for the implementation of this new financial 
system and the risks and costs associated with that and have the UK Government 
adequately quantified these? How would the proposals to revise the system of funding 
work in practice? Is there sufficient information provided yet to enable a full assessment 
of the proposed funding arrangements? What key decisions remain to be taken? 
 
A. There is as yet insufficient detail to answer these questions. We believe it is 
important that the principle is maintained that these mechanisms are being put in place 
to effect a transfer of powers rather than a change to the level of funding received by 
the Scottish Government.  
 
In order to ensure this we would be supportive of the strengthening of intergovernmental 
relations to do with finance. Specifically we would endorse the Calman Commission 
recommendation that the present Finance Minsters’ Quadrilateral Meeting should 
become a Joint Ministerial Committee on Finance (JMC(F)), and should meet regularly 
on a transparent basis to discuss not just spending but taxation and macroeconomic 
policy issues. This would help reduce the risk of the changes in funding mechanism 
leading to an unintended transfer of resources.  
 
We believe it is important that as funding via the block grant will still remain a large part 
of the funding arrangement that, until such times as a proper assessment of relative 
spending across the UK is carried out, the Barnett Formula should continue to be used 
as the basis for calculating the proportionately reduced black grant. 
 



Q8. How do the proposals fit with systems from other jurisdictions – particularly in 
relation to more federal or quasi-federal countries? 
 
A. As explained above, we believe that the Bill compares poorly with systems from other 
jurisdictions. There are many examples across the globe of Sub national - even local  - 
government’s having better borrowing facilities  than that outlined in the Bill.  
 
UNISON Scotland’s preferred mechanism is that the Scottish Government be given the 
power to raise finance including the use of bonds.  There are many examples of 
countries with federal or quasi federal governance where such powers are available to 
sub national units of government; US States and even local government, Spanish 
Regions, Canadian provinces and  German Lander are all examples of institutions who 
can raise money via bonds .    
 
Q9. In terms of the non-financial aspects of the Scotland Bill, a number of changes, 
including changes to the legislative powers of the Scottish Parliament and the powers of 
the Scottish Ministers, have been outlined. What is your view of these in general terms? 
 
A. We would be generally supportive of these changes although they do not go far 
enough. In our evidence to the Calman commission we set out a range of proposals for 
further devolved powers based on the principle of subsidiarity. 
 
Q10. Additionally, do you have any specific views on the proposed changes to speed 
limits, drink driving limits, air-weapons and other matters (e.g. Scottish Crown Estate 
Commissioner, BBC Trust etc.)? 
 
A. UNISON Scotland would be supportive of these changes. 
 
Q11. Do you have an opinion on the re-reserving of issues such as insolvency, the 
regulation of health professions etc? Would the proposals be effective in their intentions, 
what would be the consequences and could they be adjusted to improve their effects? 
 
A. We believe that any changes should be kept under review and subject to adjustment 
should they be shown to be less effective than current arrangements.   
 
Q12. Do you have a view on the plans by the UK Government to use the Bill for the 
partial suspension of Acts subject to scrutiny by Supreme Court? 
 
A. We would be generally supportive of this provision. 
 
Q13. What further changes to the powers for the Scottish Parliament not currently in the 
Scotland Bill would, in your view, further help to achieve the purposes of the Bill and 
should be considered by the UK Government for inclusion? 
 
A. As stated above UNISON Scotland is firmly of the view that the Scottish Government 
should have stronger borrowing powers with fewer Treasury controls and the ability to 



issue bonds.  The inclusion of these powers would be the single most significant change 
which could help achieve the purposes of the Bill and should certainly be considered by 
the UK Government for inclusion.   
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