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ScottiSh academicS who are involved in running the 
UK research councils will be in a position to represent 
Scotland’s national interests if it becomes an inde-
pendent country, Michael Russell has claimed.

Russell, the Scottish government’s cabinet sec-
retary for education and lifelong learning, told 
Research Fortnight that scientists in an independ-
ent Scotland could have slightly different views 
from those in the rest of the UK, and that the views 
of Scottish scientists and the Scottish government 
“might be aligned”. Academics are part of Scotland’s 
national psyche, he says.

Scotland would seek to have its priorities reflected 
in the research councils, Russell says. “Independence 
is about national confidence and being able to speak 
for ourselves. People keep telling us we can’t do things 
and we don’t believe that’s true.”

The Scottish government published its white paper 
on research funding in an independent Scotland on 
30 April. The paper confirmed the government’s desire 
to strike a deal with Westminster over research fund-
ing, with its preferred option being for Scotland to 
continue paying a subscription to the research coun-
cils based on a “fair formula” and the expectation that 
it will win a certain amount of funding back. The white 
paper said the Scottish government would seek “to 
enhance Scotland’s input into the running and func-
tioning of the research councils”.

On whether he would expect Scottish academics 
involved in the running of research councils to behave 
differently after independence, Russell says: “I think 
they would be more positive than they’re able to be at 
the moment.” He adds that they would attend council 
meetings as representatives of an independent coun-
try “without being mediated” or having to adjust their 
ideas to align with those in the rest of the UK.

Russell’s ideas have received a mixed response from 
academics. “He envisages a system in which Scottish 
academics go to research council meetings as del-
egates,” says Jill Stephenson, an emeritus professor 
of German history at the University of Edinburgh, 
describing the idea as “nonsense and insidious”. 

Stephenson, who is campaigning for a ‘no’ vote in the 
referendum on 18 September, adds that if Russell’s 
vision were to come true, Scottish academics on 
research council committees might gradually come to 
press for their government’s priorities. 

But Russell is backed by Bryan MacGregor, head 
of the college of life sciences at the University of 
Aberdeen and a pro-independence campaigner. 
MacGregor says the effects of Russell’s plan would be 
no different from the involvement of UK academics 
in international collaborations, such as within the 
EU, or from the inclusion of Scottish representatives 
on existing UK-wide committees, such as those in 
the funding councils. Although “academics tend to 
represent their discipline internationally rather than 
within any particular geographical boundary…there 
have always been particular agendas. I don’t see any 
problem at all with setting broad priorities,” he says.

The paper also reaffirmed the Scottish government’s 
pledge to maintain research funding in Scotland 
at today’s level (£307 million for 2012-13) after 
independence. Michael Danson, an economist and pro-
fessor of enterprise policy at Heriot-Watt University, is 
pro-independence. He has calculated that if Scotland 
becomes independent and an agreement on research 
council participation cannot be struck, the Scottish 
government will only be able to stick to its pledge by 
spending between £97m and £144m on top of what it 
can reallocate to research from tax receipts no longer 
going to London. Russell did not comment on these 
figures, but a Scottish government spokeswoman said 
the government’s calculations put the gap at no more 
than £36m based on figures from 
the past three years. Russell says 
“researchers will not suffer as a result 
of independence”.

Scotland’s researchers win between 
11 and 14 per cent of UK funding each 
year. The nation accounts for 8.4 per 
cent of the UK population.
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