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If researchers alone had the power to decide then it would be likely, 
come 18 September, that Scotland would extend its 307-year union in 
the UK. 

The defining factor, as our exclusive poll suggests, is their strong 
desire to remain part of the UK research funding system (see also the 
cover story of this issue of Research Fortnight).

The Scottish government recognises this, too, which is why if the vote 
goes against the polls, first minister Alex Salmond has promised to do what 
he can to ensure that independent Scotland’s researchers remain part of 
the UK system. Whitehall, which understands the value of its trump card, is 
firmly refusing such participation.

The referendum on independence could herald what is possibly the 
most important constitutional change to the UK since independence for 
the south of Ireland. In the following pages, our writers, editors and con-
tributors chart a parallel and no less lively debate: on what independence 
could mean for policy in research, higher education and science.

Persuading researchers to say what they think on the matter of inde-
pendence hasn’t been easy, as Adam Smith discovered when he visited 
both camps last month. Indeed, our survey findings suggest that aca-
demics are afraid to speak out. But as we report in these pages, some are 
already making robust and vigorous arguments. Historian Christopher 
Whatley, for one, implores colleagues to make their voices heard. 

One politician who has no such inhibitions is Scotland’s education 
secretary, Mike Russell. Profiled in this supplement, Russell talks of the 
‘democratic intellect’, which supporters of independence, in particular, 
claim underpins much of Scotland’s distinctive approach to higher edu-
cation and research: this is the idea that universities should be open to 
all, based on ability to learn rather than to pay, and that learning must 
benefit society as much as individuals. 

And yet, if the yes vote prevails, how long will Scotland be able to 
continue with free tuition? How long will it resist calls to steer research 
further into the arms of business? Rebecca Hill seeks answers from Robin 
McAlpine, a former deputy director of Universities Scotland who today 
runs the Jimmy Reid Foundation.

The campaign is being watched closely in Europe. Laura Greenhalgh 
explores the strong line academics are taking on the likely accession 
of an independent Scotland, and examines how a small independent 
state might fit within the fabric of the EU. Scotland isn’t alone, Cristina 
Gallardo reports, as Catalan nationalists are similarly keen on a divorce 
from Spain. 

Scotland’s independence movement is employing the language of opti-
mistic change-makers. With a youthful and energetic set of grass-roots 
campaigners, they resemble Barack Obama’s Democratic party in 2008 
and even Tony Blair’s New Labour in 1997. But at the time of writing, it 
appears that this will not be enough to win them the prize.

Whatever happens on 18 September, policy around research, science 
and universities in Scotland is set for a period of change and uncertainty. 
That may be when the real fight for universities and for research begins.

The Research Fortnight and Research Europe teams
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Academics spend their lives grappling complicated ques-
tions, but surprisingly few are jumping into the debate 
about the Scottish referendum. Those who have done 
find themselves locked in a bizarre battle. Yes and no 
camps are polar opposites politically but, of those who 
believe Scotland should break free, many still want it to 
remain part of the UK’s research funding system.

As vice-principal and head of the College of Physical 
Sciences at the University of Aberdeen, Bryan MacGregor 
is making a bold statement by openly backing independ-
ence. He has a lot more to lose now than he did during his 
days as a nationalist student activist in the 1970s, but he 
felt compelled to become one of the founding members of 
Academics for Yes, a pressure group that is affiliated to the 
wider yes campaign.

MacGregor hadn’t originally planned to make his views 
on independence known. He changed his mind when 
chancellor George Osborne made his infamous proclama-
tion in February that an independent Scotland would be 
blocked from using the pound.

“It’s surprising how many people I have spoken to who 
were pushed by Osborne into coming out, including aca-
demics,” says MacGregor. “And some of those who I might 
have expected to be no voters were moved to a positive-
leaning ‘don’t know’.” 

Susan Shaw, former vice-principal of the University of 
Strathclyde, is backing the other side. She argues that the 
Scottish research base would necessarily be damaged by a 
break, even if it continued to draw from the UK research 
pot. “If the rest of the UK and an independent Scotland 
negotiate on research funding, who’s going to have the 
better position?” she says.

Shaw set up the subgroup Academics Together with 
several other retired senior university managers when 
they were “having a grumble” and realised that they 
needed to do something about it. She was joined by 
Pete Holmes, a former vice-principal at the University 

of Glasgow, Hugh Pennington, emeritus 
professor of bacteriology at the University 
of Aberdeen, and Andrew Miller, a for-
mer principal and vice-chancellor at the 
University of Stirling.

It’s no coincidence that they are all for-
mer university figureheads. Shaw says she 
started the group in part because active uni-
versity managers felt unable to take a stand. 
People with that level of understanding of 
universities ought to have a say, she says.

Meanwhile, some of the high-profile members of 
Academics for Yes have a history of dabbling in debate. 
They include mathematical scientist Stephen Watson and 
literature professor Murray Pittock, both at the University 
of Glasgow. Pittock shares MacGregor’s openness on the 
referendum. “I’ve got a long track record of media com-
mentary so it was inevitable,” he says. The night before 
he spoke to Research Fortnight, he appeared on the BBC’s 
Newsnight to take on Pennington. 

Pittock has been committed to independence for years. 
He’s certain that all parties—governments, funders, 
charities and academics—would ensure that the research 
system remained intact after independence.

He is keen to point out that he has never stood for office 
and is not active in the Scottish National Party. Indeed, 
some members of Academics for Yes are concerned that it 
could be seen as the university branch of the SNP rather 
than a group in its own right.

Going Gaga for independence
There is a strong sense of creativity, proactivity and fun 
bubbling up among yes-voting academics, away from the 
SNP’s influence. While the Pittocks and MacGregors are 
busy penning letters to newspaper editors, their young-
er colleagues are organising stand-up comedy nights, 
scribbling satirical cartoons and making viral videos to 
parody the unionists. 

Many of them are organised loosely through the 
National Collective, a network of arty types. The collec-
tive includes several scientists and university employees, 
such as Zara Gladman. After investigating freshwater cray-
fish for her PhD, Gladman now spends her days persuading 
scientists to join in with the Glasgow Science Festival. But 
she also moonlights as Lady Alba, whose pastiches of Lady 
Gaga songs mock what she sees as the values of the no 
campaign. “I want your weapons/I want student fees/I 
want a country run by Tory MPs,” she jests in her own spe-
cial version of the hit Bad Romance. 

Gladman’s scientist friends have worked behind the 
scenes on her videos but few are willing to openly express 
their nationalist views. She says University of Glasgow 
security guards chased her off campus during one shoot. 
That’s not to say that Glasgow is picking sides. Like several 
other institutions, it is doing everything it can to appear 
neutral on independence. But Gladman was disappointed 
by her university’s rather militant neutrality. “I was just 
filming a comedy video,” she chuckles. When she organ-
ised a night for scientists to talk about independence in 

Activist academics
Adam Smith tours the universities of Scotland to meet academics on the front 
line of the independence debate.
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‘We would 
like a single 

research 
system whether 

there is a yes 
vote or not.’

stand-up comedy routines, her posters were torn down. 
Undeterred, Gladman sports a yes badge around campus. 
“I’m not ashamed of it,” she says.

Another badge wearer and National Collective member 
is 23-year-old Magnus Jamieson, a physics graduate from 
Heriot-Watt University. His reason for supporting inde-
pendence is clear: he doesn’t want to work in oil and gas 
or the arms industry, where one-third of his cohort end 
up. Independence gives him the best chance, he believes, 
to find work in renewable energy. The research underpin-
ning this growing area is said to be among an independent 
Scotland’s research priorities. 

The first minister has committed to Scotland generat-
ing 100 per cent of its electricity from renewables by 2020. 
It’s a tall order but the prospect is enticing for Jamieson, 
who works on a zero-hours contract in a shop. “If Scotland 
had more renewables projects going then I could just pick 
somewhere to go and work,” he says. “At the moment I 
have a job until August. Then what?”

Jamieson backs the SNP’s arguments about shifting to 
the left, a desire held instinctively by the demographic 
known as Generation Yes. These young people want to 
cast off many of the UK’s political traditions, such as an 
unelected chamber, and an economic direction they abhor.

Glasgow plant biology PhD student Graeme Sneddon is 
one of them. He spends his weekday evenings knocking 
on strangers’ doors to convince them to vote yes (he calls 
it “chapping”). On a wet Wednesday in May, he was joined 
by four other young activists. They tramped around the 
Kelvin area of Glasgow beneath yes-branded umbrellas, 
attracting the curiosity of damp strangers at bus stops. The 
group’s chapping hauled in a mixture of yes and no voters, 
as well as several undecided people.

It is not surprising that research and higher education 
didn’t come up on the doorstep, but the topic is singled 
out in a leaflet given to me by Richard, a retired investment 
banker who donated £5,000 to the cause and is giving up 
his evenings to make phone calls from an Edinburgh com-
munity centre hired by the Better Together campaign.

The Better Together pamphlet, Your FREE Guide to the 
Referendum, is only six pages long but manages to make 
space to note that Scotland receives more than its popu-
lation share of research funding and therefore produces 
“ideas and inventions [that] change the world”.

The inclusion of this titbit in such a brief pamphlet may 
be down to Nigel Anthony, the Better Together campaign’s 
research and engagement officer, and the collection of 
academic unionist activists he’s advising. 

Academics Together has bought the same software 
used by president Barack Obama to target voters using 
social media. Anthony, who coordinates the work from 
the group’s office above a Glasgow shopping centre, 
worked in Virginia on the president’s 2012 campaign.

But despite Anthony’s CV, the group’s online pres-
ence is poor, says Jill Stephenson, emeritus professor of 
German history at the University of Edinburgh. She and 

other no voters felt so uninspired by the official Better 
Together Facebook pages and blogs that they created their 
own. She’s also taken to Twitter, where she calls out the 
Scottish government’s hopeful claims with fire and wit. 
She proudly reports that she collected more than 300 fol-
lowers in a single week. “I have never been able to see a 
parapet without putting my head above it,” she says. 

Together divided
Stephenson represents something of a splinter group 
of unionist academics who find themselves unsatisfied 
with Academics Together. “I’m not sure what they’re 
for,” she says, adding that she spent her 70th birthday at 
the group’s Edinburgh launch event. Although campaign 
director and former chancellor Alistair Darling attended, 
Stephenson says barely 15 others turned up. She is not 
the only academic who backs the unionist cause but 
doesn’t want to sign up to Academics Together.

Even Shaw admits that she is not a keen activist. “I 
don’t feel instinctively a political animal,” she says. “My 
role as vice-principal was to make reason-based decisions. 
Running a political campaign is very different.”

She does at least have the research establishment 
formally on her side. Research Councils UK and the UK 
government have said that the funding system could 
not continue after independence. The Scottish govern-
ment likes to play with this view: its white paper on 
research funding quotes Paul Boyle, chief executive of 
the Economic and Social Research Council, as supporting 
its case for a joint system. “We would like to see a single 
research system continue whether there is a yes vote for 
independence or not,” he is reported as having said.

RCUK issued a statement shortly after the publication of 
the white paper to say it was “misleading” to suggest that 
the research councils supported an independent Scotland 
remaining part of the UK research council system.

Some younger researchers are involved in Academics 
Together. Patrick Harkness, a mid-career lecturer in space-
systems engineering at the University of Glasgow, is one. 
He says he’s an “extraordinarily reluctant” local phone can-
vasser for the no campaign. “I would much rather focus my 
energy on writing my research paper,” he admits, glancing 
at a stack of exam papers waiting to be marked.

There will be no Lady Gaga medleys from Harkness and 
perhaps not from any of the academics involved in the 
no campaign. He and many of the others 
appear at best resigned to backing the 
cause rather than bringing enthusiasm 
to it. Perhaps it’s an inevitable result of 
being on the defensive team, or perhaps 
it’s that fighting for research to stay part 
of the union is a hard challenge when 
many of your opponents want the very 
same thing.
Something to add? Email comment@
ResearchResearch.com
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Mike Russell may have lost the Scottish National Party 
leadership contest 10 years ago but he’s not doing too 
badly these days. With Arthur’s Seat visible from Russell’s 
Holyrood office, he boasts that his then rival Alex Salmond 
still wonders how the education secretary came to have 
the better view. Russell has no time to dwell on the past, 
though. He’s tied up with what he calls the “vigorous and 
respectful debate” over independence and universities.

As cabinet secretary for education and lifelong learn-
ing, Russell is guardian of one of the defining concepts 
of Scottish nationalism: the ‘democratic intellect’. The 
philosopher George Elder Davie outlined this concept in 
a 1961 book that chronicled the failure of Scottish cam-
paigners to maintain a generalist form of education in 
the face of Anglicisation in the 19th century.

“The generalism of mind was intimately linked to uni-
versalism of access,” says Lindsay Paterson, professor of 
education policy at the University of Edinburgh, in his 
foreword to the 2013 edition. “An intellect that was inter-
ested in all things was also open, in principle, to everyone.”

The son of two teachers, Russell loves this idea and 
quotes the motto of his former college in Troon, South 
Ayrshire: “Here lies a field open to the talents.” Russell’s 
interpretation is that two “distinctively Scottish” prin-
ciples underpin education in the country: education is 
available based on ability to learn, not pay; and educa-
tion is not merely an individual good but a societal good.

The principles were reflected in Scotland’s scrapping 
of tuition fees in 2008, which signalled a clear break from 
England. Full departure, however, has not been possible 
even under devolution—the Scottish Funding Council 
takes its cues from the Higher Education Funding Council 
for England on, for example, the full economic costing 
of research grants. Independence would offer the best 
chance yet for Scottish education policymakers to apply 
the principles of democratic intellect.

But Russell and his supporters will have their work 
cut out. Data show that access to Scottish universities 
has not widened since the government abolished tuition 
fees. An analysis by Research Fortnight’s sister publica-
tion HE shows that the percentage of students from the 

lowest four of seven socioeconomic classes 
defined by the Office for National Statistics 
barely budged between 2009 and 2013: from 
25.8 per cent to 26.2 per cent. Speaking 
about university access in 2013, Russell 
acknowledged: “We’re still not producing the 
results we need to see.”

The endeavour of research is also crucial to 
the democratic intellect, Russell says, because, 
of course, Scotland’s research is conducted 
primarily in its universities. In the event of 
independence, he wants to protect the research 
base through a deal with Westminster that 
would see Scotland paying into a continuing 
UK-wide funding system. The UK government 

has said this will not be possible, but Russell is holding 
firm: “I don’t think academics and governments want to 
cut off their noses to spite their faces,” he says.

Another complication threatens this side of the project. 
Scotland’s nationalist philosophy implies that academic 
thinking should be wide and general. But Russell falls in 
line with Salmond and many other nationalists who take 
pains to be seen as having a credible economic plan. Ask 
him to list Scottish research priorities and he answers: 
“They’re probably more closely aligned to the govern-
ment’s economic priorities.” Perhaps regretting how this 
sounds, he adds: “That’s a discussion we’d need to have.”

This link between research and growth may haunt 
Russell and many of the researchers who see a yes vote as 
a protest against Westminster’s perceived obsession with 
research impact. “The impact agenda has no place in the 
Scottish university system,” says John O’Dowd, a former 
biochemist and senior grants manager at the University 
of Glasgow. But if research priorities are part of the eco-
nomic agenda, then impact can’t be too far behind. 

Russell’s critics worry that Scotland’s shot at the 
democratic intellect may misfire if he gives too much 
of a say about research and higher education to busi-
ness. The principle would be undermined if too much 
power were handed to a single group. Yet groupings may 
be necessary, according to Russell, who has said that 
Scotland-based academics involved in the running of 
the research councils would feel a greater sense of free-
dom to represent Scotland’s national interests in this 
role after independence [RF 14/5/2014, Cover].

He also wants academics to lead discussions with 
Westminster over research funding in the event of the 
union splitting. “The people who’ll negotiate this will 
primarily not be politicians,” he promises. 

But I wonder how much influence the forceful and 
passionate Russell will cede to academics in the event 
of a yes vote on 18 September. If Holyrood is breath-
ing down their necks about economic priorities, as 
Westminster breathes down the necks of the UK’s finest 
now, it’s hard to see how they’ll feel any difference.
More to say? Email comment@ResearchResearch.com

Goodbye to 
impact?
Could an independent Scotland’s universities do 
both autonomy and impact? Adam Smith meets 
education secretary Mike Russell, keeper of the 
‘democratic intellect’.
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Robin McAlpine’s enthusiasm for Scottish independence 
is infectious. When I meet him in a busy café in Glasgow, 
he is fresh from his latest success at a public meeting 
just north of the city.

“We ask everybody in the audience to grade them-
selves from one to ten at the start and end of every 
meeting,” he says. “One means ‘I’m a right unionist and 
there’s no way I’ll change my mind.’” And last night, 
every single one—and there were 60 people there—
moved at least two jumps towards independence. This is 
happening at every single meeting.”

It’s not hard to see why people are swayed in his 
presence. His rapid-fire chat and genuine passion for 
his country are a winning combination, and sure to per-
suade marginal voters, at least in the short term.

McAlpine is the editor of the Scottish Left Review, 
which set up the Jimmy Reid Foundation in 2011. The 
foundation is named after the Scottish trade union 
activist behind the Upper Clyde Shipbuilders work-in in 
the early 1970s. With Reid as one of their leaders, the 
workers locked themselves in to finish their work and 
forced the Conservative government to back down on its 
plan to close shipyards.

Last year, spurred on by the impending referendum, 
the foundation began a series of reports, now numbering 
50, in which academics, writers and economists sug-
gest how Scotland can learn from other countries. They 
look at a range of subjects including taxation, justice 
and policing, gender equality and industry. The project 
was named after an old Scottish phrase, ‘common weal’, 
which means wealth shared in common and for the well-
being of all.

“If you look at a Nordic country, there’s a mutual 
model of economic and social commitments. If we had 
17 companies in Britain, we’d let them scab it out until 
one survived. The Nordics would create an environment 
where they could all thrive. Some will do better than oth-
ers, but the aim is to create the conditions in which they 
can all survive.”

The UK system, according to McAlpine, creates 
monopolies and cartels. It plays out in science in the 
form of research funding concentration, which he 
believes is a “failure of governance” in universities. 
“That is, ‘Let’s work out the one thing that’s really 
bloody brilliant and throw all our money at it until it’s 
the best thing that there ever was,’” he says. 

The issue of university governance is a particular frus-
tration for McAlpine. Having spent more than a decade 
at Universities Scotland, he passionately wants to “turn 
universities back into universities”. As he sees it, prin-
cipals are too concerned about working with business 
and funding research that has impact. These principals 
will appoint management and senior staff, whether 
consciously or not, “on an ideological basis”, which per-
petuates this business-focused mind-set, he says.

McAlpine thinks that elected university courts should 
run the show, with senior management enacting their 
will. In his ‘common weal’ paper on the issue, McAlpine 
says this would protect universities from “radical change 
without consent” and ensure proper academic freedom.

The shake-up in governance should be accompa-
nied by a change in how funding is distributed, he 
says. Research funding should be for research, not “the 
application of decade-old research”. Scottish Enterprise 
should take total responsibility for supporting near-mar-
ket work and funders should invest more in the “middle 
bit”: the work that isn’t completely blue sky but isn’t yet 
the world-leading research that is “easy to back”. 

But even though he thinks changes are needed, 
McAlpine is adamant that there wouldn’t be any real 
issues for science funding in an independent Scotland. 
He argues that science and discovery is “so deep in the 
Scottish psyche” that an independent government would 
never leave it wanting.

So would a vote for independence trigger any of the 
changes he wants? At the very least, it would let Scotland 
follow its own path, he says. Scotland is “scared” to make 
its own decisions—for instance on participation in the 
Research Excellence Framework—and separation would 
give it the freedom to do this. 

That’s not to say that he is opposed 
to Scotland remaining tied to the UK 
research system in some way. “We don’t 
know what decisions London will make. 
Someone might say: ‘Let’s cut them 
off.’” But Scotland can deal with those 
problems when they arise. In his opin-
ion, unpredictability isn’t a reason to 
vote against independence. “If you want  
certainty, buy a digital watch,” he says.
Something to add? Email comment@
ResearchResearch.com

‘Research 
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the application 
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Left-wing think tank the Jimmy Reid Foundation is seeking to bring a touch of old 
Scottish philosophy to the independence debate. Rebecca Hill spoke to director 
Robin McAlpine about his vision for Scotland’s universities.
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Believe the no side of the debate, and an independ-
ent Scotland might struggle to regain EU membership. 
Believe the yes campaign, and the only risk to Scotland’s 
membership is if it gets dragged out of Europe with the 
rest of the UK by a Conservative-led government. 

But such rhetoric is not helpful, says Michael Keating, 
a political scientist at the University of Aberdeen. 
“Nobody’s proposing independence outside the EU, but 
it’s become a political football and this makes it very dif-
ficult to have any rational discussion about it.” 

Academics and lawyers seem united in the belief that 
an independent Scotland would be swiftly admitted to 
the EU. According to Graham Avery, a senior fellow at 
St Antony’s College, Oxford, and an honorary director-
general at the European Commission, “From a practical 
point of view, no member state has a material interest in 
Scotland being outside the EU, even for a short time.” 

The details of how accession would work are less clear. 
Either Scotland would be required to leave and rejoin in 
the same manner as non-EU countries, or there would be 
an unprecedented ‘internal’ procedure, with Scotland’s 
membership negotiated before independence.

Keating thinks that extracting Scotland from the EU 
and then readmitting it would be impractical. “Just 
imagine what you would have to do to disentangle 
Scotland from the European single market. It’s unimagi-
nable, and nobody’s going to allow that to happen,” he 
says. According to Avery: “It would be in the interests of 
the EU to follow an internal procedure, coupled with an 
assurance that this could not be a precedent for unilat-
eral declarations of independence.” 

The concerns of countries with their own separa-
tist movements, such as Spain, are unlikely to hinder 
Scotland’s EU membership, says Fabian Zuleeg, chief 

executive of the European Policy Centre 
in Brussels. “The key here is the consti-
tutionality of the break-up,” he says. “I 
don’t think it would be possible for Spain 
to say ‘we’ll veto Scotland because we’re 
worried about Catalonia’—it would have 
to have a better reason.”

Vernon Bogdanor, constitutional his-
torian at King’s College London, agrees 
that even though EU member states 
could in theory veto Scottish mem-
bership, it would be “democratically 
illegitimate”. Instead, countries such 

as Spain and France may ensure strict terms of admis-
sion, including a requirement to join the euro, to deter 
their own separatist movements, he says. 

The Scottish government would hope for EU member-
ship to be resolved in the 18 months preceding official 
independence. However, Bogdanor says: “Negotiations 
would take time because they have to be ratified by 
28 member states, and my view is that formal negotia-
tions could not begin until Scotland was an independent 
state. It would be very unlikely for it to be completed 
within 18 months.”

According to Keating: “Within that 18 months, you 
need some simple declaratory legislation saying that all 
the single-market rules still apply and that European 
citizenship for Scots is unaffected. Then you can take 
your time over the precise details, such as the number of 
seats in the European Parliament.”

Meanwhile, transitional arrangements could be found 
for EU programmes including Horizon 2020. “The notion 
that Scotland may lose all its European funding is a bit 
far-fetched,” says Keating. Scottish researchers, who 
received more than €700 million (£560m) from the EU’s 
Framework 7 programme and are in line for more than 
€1 billion from Horizon 2020, will certainly hope so. 

What an independent Scotland’s place in the EU 
would look like is up for discussion. “The weakness of 
the nationalist position is to say that we will have all 
the same opt-outs as the UK,” says Keating. “The UK has 
been a semi-detached, truculent member, which would 
not be in the interests of Scotland as a small state that 
needs friends. If you’re saying you want to be independ-
ent, to break from the UK, then you’ve got to decide 
whether you’re going to enter the core of Europe and 
take a different line from the UK.”

Negotiations with the UK on issues such as sharing the 
pound would have a big impact. “I would hope that an 
independent Scotland would be a constructive European 
state, willing to work in all the main areas of EU integra-
tion, but that cannot be guaranteed,” says Zuleeg. 

In the end, the success of an independent Scotland—
like other small countries in the EU—would depend on 
its relationships with other member states. “It wouldn’t 
have the weight of being part of the UK,” says Zuleeg. 
“So the question is what partnerships can it build—and 
that also means partnerships with the rest of the UK—to 
advance mutual interests.”
More to say? Email comment@ResearchResearch.com

Academics and lawyers believe that an independent Scotland would retain EU mem-
bership. But working out the details could be tricky, reports Laura Greenhalgh.

‘The UK has 
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would not be 
in Scotland’s 
interests.’



September’s referendum will not be Europe’s only inde-
pendence poll of 2014. On 9 November, voters in Catalonia 
will decide whether or not to break away from Spain. 
According to the latest polls, 40 to 47 per cent would vote 
for independence, with fewer against. 

There is, however, a crucial difference between the 
two events: the referendum in Catalonia is a freelance 
effort by the regional government. Despite popular sup-
port for the referendum, it has no legal force and is being 
carried out without approval from Spain’s conservative 
central government. This has led to much nervousness 
and uncertainty on both sides of the debate—possibly 
more than there has been in the UK. 

When Research Fortnight approached academic and 
research institutions—including public universities in 
Madrid and Barcelona, the CSIC national research coun-
cil, the secretary of state for research and innovation, 
and individual researchers—to ask about the impact that 
independence would have on research, none of them 
would comment, even off the record. Some of them 
explained that speaking out would have political con-
sequences. Individuals opposed to independence said 
they would rather not speak because doing so might give 
legitimacy to the pro-independence campaign.

But business groups, in particular, are more willing 
to go public. This is significant for research because 
Catalonia is one of Spain’s main hubs for life science, 
home to more than 480 biotechnology companies and 
almost half of Spain’s pharmaceutical industry. 

So what are businesses saying? Spain’s largest asso-
ciation of entrepreneurs, the CEOE, has heavily criticised 
the independence project. It claims that hyperinflation 
and a “massive money drain” would be the immediate 
consequences of an independence declaration. And in 
February, a group of 60 managers of international busi-
nesses signed a statement warning that independence 
would carry “dire consequences”. 

In contrast, the chemicals firm BASF, which invest-
ed more than €30 million (£24m) in the Catalan city of 
Tarragona last year, has issued a statement confirming 
that it intends to stay in the region and has no intention 
of influencing or intervening in political debates.

Indeed, Andrés Gómez, president of a Barcelona-
based association of managers of German companies, 
predicts that international labs are unlikely to flee 
Catalonia if it becomes independent—as long as it man-
ages to retain the present “dynamic” environment for 

international researchers. That is not guaranteed, he 
says, as there remain many unanswered questions about 
an independent Catalonia’s financial health. 

As is the case in the Scottish debate, the economy is 
the number-one concern. 

The consensus among international and Madrid-based 
think tanks is that Catalonia would begin independent 
life in debt. Moreover, it would be out of the EU and the 
eurozone, and unable to access loans from the European 
Central Bank. Spain’s ministry of foreign affairs (not 
an unbiased source of information in this debate) fore-
casts that the new state’s debts would be 78 per cent 
of GDP, and that its GDP could fall by up to 20 per cent. 
José Vicente Rodríguez, professor of economics at 
the University of Edinburgh, estimates that the fall in 
Catalonia’s GDP would be approximately 9 per cent. 

According to those campaigning against Catalonia’s 
independence, the new country would, at the very least, 
struggle to retain existing levels of research funding. 

In contrast, pro-independence voices remain confi-
dent that research in the state would flourish, in part 
because it already outperforms the Madrid region. Public 
spending on research, for example, is 1.51 per cent of 
GDP in Catalonia, compared with 1.3 per cent for Spain 
overall. Moreover, Catalonia recorded twice the number 
of patent applications that the Madrid region did in 2009 
and was the region in Spain with the highest number of 
patents in 2013. It is also home to a network of 20 sci-
ence and technology parks and 46 research institutions, 
some of which top Spain’s innovation rankings. 

“With the little control we have at the moment, we 
have managed to be ahead of most regions in Spain,” 
claims Emilià Pola, executive director of the Catalan 
Institute for Research and Advanced Studies, based in 
Barcelona. An autonomous Catalonia, Pola 
says, would have the potential to do even bet-
ter as it would be free to set its own research 
budget and spending priorities. 

But how realistic is Catalonia’s ambition? 
The regional government provides about 
40 per cent of the region’s total research 
budget. The central government’s contribu-
tion is 30 per cent, and the other 30 per cent 
comes from European research programmes. 
Catalonia attracted €530m from Framework 7, 
amounting to 29.1 per cent of all the funding 

Waiting in the wings

  a n a l y s i s
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‘As is the 
case in the 

Scottish 
debate, the 
economy is 
the primary 

concern.’

The Scottish referendum will be followed by one in Catalonia where, as Cristina 
Gallardo reports, many of the same arguments are being employed.

Continued on page 10
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Above the parapet

Late last year, I was invited to chair a Better Together 
meeting in Dundee. As I was both a senior manager 
at the University of Dundee and chairman of 5 Million 
Questions, the university’s referendum-focused knowl-
edge exchange project, I did so in a personal capacity 
and as a Scottish historian.  

Perhaps I shouldn’t have accepted—certainly not if I’d 
wanted a quiet life. As has been documented, a national-
ist MSP queried whether it was appropriate for me, as the 
leader of an impartial referendum forum, to have partici-
pated in the meeting. A very public row ensued, and for 
a couple of weeks my involvement was a big story in the 
Scottish media as well as some UK newspapers.

Happily, most comments were hugely supportive, 
with journalists, commentators and senior academ-
ics from London to Aberdeen insisting on the right of 
researchers to contribute to the debate without fear of 
retribution. The spat was concluded when Alex Salmond, 
the first minister, responded to questions in parliament 
about my participation in the debate by declaring his 
respect for the impartiality of 5 Million Questions and 
for my integrity. 

The bigger issue, however, rumbles on. It’s hard to say 
whether prominent individuals and the representatives 
of Scotland’s main institutions have been deterred from 
speaking out against the separatists by the possible con-
sequences, and hard to say how this might have affected 
the independence debate.

What was my response when the story broke? Shock: 
at being in the spotlight, which was wholly unexpected. 
Concern: that the objection seemed to be my association 
with the Better Together campaign, even though aca-
demics who had contributed to the Yes Scotland cause 
attracted no criticism. Worry: that here we were, faced 
with the Scots’ most important debate and decision in 

over three centuries, but open discussion 
(no matter the specific rights and wrongs 
of my participation) wasn’t as welcome 
in a democratic society as it might have 
been. Disappointment: that, on this occa-
sion and others where I’d gone public by 
adding a historical dimension to the inde-
pendence issue, my critics seemed not to 
have asked what I’d actually said.  

It’s this last point that causes problems 
with academic engagement in political 
issues, at least in my experience. My news-
paper articles, media interviews and public 

talks in the past 6 months have drawn on my book, The 
Scots and the Union: Then and now. The book is the result 
of years of archival research, analysis and reflection, and 
is more than 400 pages long.  

The book’s argument is complex. Its main thrust is 
that there was a rationale for the union in 1707—thus 
challenging the age-old nationalist shibboleth that 
Scotland’s roguish politicians were, in Robert Burns’s 
words, “bought and sold for English gold”—but, crucial-
ly, that the principles and concerns that underpinned 
the union of 1707 no longer apply.

Accordingly, notwithstanding the remarkable success 
for Scotland and the rest of the UK, from the 1960s the 
union has become increasingly vulnerable. Since 1707, 
many Scots have considered it a betrayal that Scotland 
no longer exists as a nation state. This feeling has been 
strengthened by Westminster’s failings and a belief that 
Scottish needs can best be served by a full-blown parlia-
ment and the creation of a state.  

My final chapter documents all of this, but also asks 
why support for Scottish independence isn’t even 
stronger than the opinion polls suggest, with the yes 
vote standing at about 40 per cent. My book is certainly 
not a partisan work.

Yet my kindest critics denounce me as a unionist his-
torian. Not so. I am a historian of the union. At the other 
end of the spectrum are the extreme and often hostile 
and personally abusive opinions on comment threads 
and social media websites. I’ve grown a thick skin, but 
I tend not to read them. To their credit, there have also 
been journalists and audiences who have listened to 
what I’ve had to say and given me a fair hearing.

Such public engagement can be bruising, but I’m not 
deterred. It’s tremendously rewarding to participate as 
an academic in a debate of such immense significance. 
Serendipitously, it should enhance my institution’s impact 
rating. But it’s what we should be doing anyway. After all, 
it’s the taxpayers who are funding our research projects, 
and this is a way of providing them with a return.  

Academics don’t have all the answers but, by drawing 
on our research findings, we can deepen public under-
standing. Integrity is vital, though. It’s essential to draw 
a clear distinction between research findings and per-
sonal opinion—even if some struggle to see it.
More to say? Email comment@ResearchResearch.com

It’s difficult for research to contribute to public debate when so many ignore the 
actual findings. But that shouldn’t stop you trying, argues Christopher Whatley.

‘Critics 
denounce me 
as a unionist 
historian. 
Not so. I am 
a historian of 
the union.’

Christopher Whatley is professor of Scottish history at the 
University of Dundee.
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The rarely posed question of whether or not to cre-
ate an independent state has a fundamental value for 
social science, as the state is a basic category for social 
analysis. Presented with the opportunity of the Scottish 
referendum, then, the Economic and Social Research 
Council’s response was to launch the Future of the UK 
and Scotland programme, or the FUS, in April 2013. 

I coordinate the programme and run the website, 
which presents analysis and findings, supported by a 
small office team and a communications adviser com-
missioned by the ESRC to help present our work.

This presentation has to be done carefully. Normally 
there is a time-lag between research, engagement and 
impact, but the FUS programme is doing all three at 
once: providing real-time comment and analysis on lat-
est developments on the website, while harvesting the 
data that will support more conventional research out-
puts in due course. 

We are pushing social science into a debate shaped 
by a binary choice between yes and no, in which the 
stakes are extraordinarily high for the two campaigns 
and the UK and Scottish governments. The risk of get-
ting dragged into partisan politics is ever present, so we 
alert all interested parties simultaneously when findings 
are published, and I keep regular contact with the two 
campaigns and officials in both governments. 

The aim is to avoid springing surprises, and so far it 
has worked. We are of course impartial in the debate, 
but that impartiality stems from rigorous social-science 
research design and analysis. Some of our findings chime 
more with one side’s arguments than the other. But 
neither campaign has challenged those findings. Both, 
in fact, have welcomed the ESRC’s investment in non-
partisan research—seeing it, I think, as a way to engage 
citizens in a debate where information from campaigns 
and governments is often less well trusted.

We have certainly found that public audiences value 
our ability to provide analysis that carries the authority 
of impartial academic research and a neutral setting in 
which voters can discuss the issues without a partisan 
ding-dong. We are doing what we can to translate the 
neutral spaces we are able to create at live events into 
an online setting, for example in the Guide to the Debate 
that is now on the FUS website. This is designed to pre-

sent the claims of both sides along with a commentary 
that does not say which is better but does help people to 
judge each claim on its merits. 

The FUS programme has built on two funding 
schemes that were already in place: fellowships ena-
bling senior academics to focus on issues raised by the 
referendum, and special grants to focus the work of the 
existing ESRC research centres on those issues. When 
the FUS launched, this research was supplemented by 
an enhancement to the long-running British Election 
Study, which will explore attitudes to constitutional 
change in Scotland, England and Wales at regular inter-
vals through to 2017. 

There has also been a stand-alone Scottish Referendum 
Study, and a Scottish Centre on Constitutional Change 
has been created to bring together economists, consti-
tutional lawyers, political scientists and social-policy 
academics. They will explore the pre-referendum debate, 
the outcome and its consequences. 

Since it began, the programme has been awarded fur-
ther support to address opportunities that have emerged 
along the way, including programmes of public engage-
ment, business engagement, and work to explore how 
the UK government and the other devolved governments 
in Wales and Northern Ireland will respond to the out-
come of the referendum. 

The ESRC is running these research and engagement 
activities in an innovative way, through an advisory 
board that is linked directly to the ESRC’s council and 
enjoys much closer liaison with, and support from, the 
ESRC’s communications operation than is usual. This is 
in part owing to the political sensitivity of the issues we 
are researching and informing, but it also offers a way for 
us to respond quickly to different opportunities—such as 
when we delivered a series of briefings to MEPs and other 
policymakers in Brussels (a first for the ESRC) and when 
I took our research to meetings of Oil and Gas UK in both 
London and Aberdeen. 

The ESRC is now looking at a similar model 
for following and informing the emerging 
debate about the UK’s relationship with the 
EU. The opportunity is there to, as the FUS pro-
gramme is doing, connect social science in real 
time to a vital policy debate. We hope that pro-
jects such as these will, in due course, deliver 
innovative and transformative social science. 
Something  to  add?  Emai l  comment@
ResearchResearch.com

Seizing the moment
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Charlie Jeffery is vice-principal for public policy and 
impact, and professor of politics, at the University of 
Edinburgh. See http://www.futureukandscotland.ac.uk.

‘We help 
people to 
judge the 
merits of 

both sides’ 
claims.’ 

The independence referendum is a rare opportunity for simultaneous research, 
impact and engagement, writes Charlie Jeffery.
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won by Spain. Only Madrid performed better, winning 
29.7 per cent. 

Taking their cue from Madrid, the European 
Commission and the European Council have formally 
spoken out against secession for Catalonia. As most 
other European countries are also opposed, Catalonia’s 
hopes of continuing to receive EU research funds are in 
jeopardy, says Paul Gordon, a lecturer in English at San 
Pablo CEU University in Madrid. It may also take many 
years for the country to rejoin the EU.

Others, however, are more optimistic. In the event 
that EU countries decide not to block Catalonia’s mem-
bership, the accession process could be faster than for 
eastern European candidate countries, says Steven 
Blockmans, head of the EU foreign policy unit at the 
Centre for European Policy Studies, a think tank based 
in Brussels. “Catalonia’s institutions and companies are 
already following EU law to its fullest extent, so pre-

accession negotiations could be much quicker.” And 
Manel Esteller, an epigenetics researcher at the Bellvitge 
Institute of Biomedical Research, says that Barcelona’s 
powerful research profile is likely to persuade the 
Commission to retain scientific ties with Catalonia, 
although “there might be 1 year of transition to do all 
the necessary paperwork”.

Nonetheless, even if Catalonia would be able to retain 
its EU funding by becoming an associate member of 
Horizon 2020, it would still need to replace the share of 
funding provided by central government. 

For these reasons and more, Catalonia and Madrid are 
each keeping a watchful eye on the Scotland debate, and 
will be as eager as anyone in the UK to see what happens 
on and after 14 September. “There is a constant attempt 
to draw parallels between the two discussions in both 
regions,” says Pepe Egger, a Germany-based senior ana-
lyst at IHS Country Risk. “Without Scotland, Catalonia 
would have fewer strong arguments to support its right 
to decide.”

Catalonia from page 7
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Gibson’s law Historians may wish to look away. Mel 
Gibson’s portrayal of William Wallace in Braveheart 
has become a point of reference in the independence 
referendum debate, and when talking to supporters of 
independence it is only a matter of time before the name 
of Prophet Mel is invoked. In a phenomenon dubbed 
Gibson’s law, the longer a conversation about independ-
ence goes on, the nearer to one the probability that 
Gibson will be mentioned becomes.

stands to reason As you would expect, the reasons for 
the political positions that people take are anything but 
homogeneous. One yes voter told us he had felt uncom-
fortable about being in the union since receiving letters 
as a child from an elderly relative addressed to the bud-
ding researcher’s home in “North Britain”. Another, who 
will nonetheless vote no in September, expressed disap-
pointment at the Better Together effort, describing it as 
the “Britain-muddling-through campaign”. 

FruGal FindinGs Presenting the findings of a survey that 
suggests Scots were influenced by the £500 question—
which asks people how they would vote if independence 
guaranteed a Scottish person would be £500 better or 
worse off—one researcher at a London event pulled out 
an old stereotype: “Perhaps that’s saying something 
about the Scots’ relationship with money. Who can say?”

a vote oF thanks Veteran poll-watcher John Curtice of 
ScotCen Social Research revealed how a lack of move-
ment in opinion polls was causing nerves to fray. “We 
were thinking, ‘We’ve got to keep writing about this, and 
nothing will happen.’ But then the great Scottish public 
came to our rescue,” he said, as opinions shifted after 
the early stages of the independence debate and the gap 
between the two camps began to narrow.

support down south? Research Fornight’s poll of academ-
ics suggests some reticence north of the border about 
taking sides in the debate over Scottish independence, 
but some English universities seem less concerned. The 
University of the West of England, for instance, seems 
to have had its cards on the table for quite some time, 
having chosen the tagline Better Together for its pro-
motional material. We wonder whether this is pure 
coincidence…or did the no campaign unwittingly hire a 
lazy marketing agency?
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