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Rejecting independence may have left Scotland vulner-
able to research funding cuts, according to academics 
who were prominent in the pro-independence cam-
paign Academics for Yes.

Campaign members are considering creating a 
think tank to produce policy papers on the impact of 
public spending cuts on universities and research. “I 
suspect that few people, including academics, have 
fully understood the likely scale of the next phase of 
the public-sector funding cuts,” says Bryan MacGregor, 
vice-principal and head of the College of Physical 
Sciences at the University of Aberdeen. 

The group’s chief opponent, bacteriologist Hugh 
Pennington, who chaired the Academics Together 
campaign, has said he would work with the Yes aca-
demics to fight any post-referendum threats to 
research funding. “I don’t see why not,” Pennington 
says. “We were passionate in public on different sides 
of the referendum but we didn’t fall out personally.”

An analysis by the Institute for Fiscal Studies says 
public spending cuts will be necessary for any of the 
three main political parties to reach their targets for 
reduced borrowing. The analysis was published on 
19 September, the day after Scotland voted to stay in 
the UK. It says that without any tax increases or cuts 
to welfare spending, the next government will need 
to cut spending in Whitehall by 10.6 per cent (£37.6 
billion) between 2015–16 and 2018-19, on top of the 
£8.7bn cut that is set out for 2015-16. The research 
budget for the next 5 years will be set at the compre-
hensive spending review after the May 2015 election.

It is not clear exactly how or indeed whether research 
funding in Scotland will be affected by the No vote cast 
on 18 September. Pennington says he is concerned that 
the topic may get “sucked into” crossbench peer Robert 
Smith’s commission on further devolution, but there is 
little expectation in Scotland that it will be. 

A Scottish government spokeswoman says that 
the research funding system should continue: “We 
will work with the UK government and with the UK 
research councils to that end.” She did not comment 
on whether the Scottish government would fill gaps 

arising from any spending cuts in Westminster.
From September, the Office for National Statistics 

began counting R&D as capital investment rather 
than current spending. IFS economist Gemma Tetlow 
thinks this could mean that research funding would 
not necessarily be constrained under the targets set 
out by Labour and the Liberal Democrats, although it 
could be by the Conservatives, who aim to reduce both 
capital and current spending.

“There will be many competing claims for ‘pro-
tection’ or ‘additional money’,” says David Phillips, 
senior research fellow at the IFS. “Research would 
be joining a long queue.” Even though the Scottish 
government will have the power to raise income tax 
from April 2016, and may receive more powers post-
referendum, it is unlikely that the country would be 
able to spend more money on research, he says.  

Increasing public spending was one of the pillars of 
the independence movement. Before the referendum, 
Stephen Watson, a mathematician at the University of 
Glasgow and founder of the Academics for Yes cam-
paign, proposed that an independent Scotland could 
raise extra money for research by imposing a 1 per 
cent tax on revenues from oil and gas, with the money 
going towards R&D. Watson, MacGregor and others are 
planning to meet in November to write a strategy for 
their nascent research funding think tank. 

MacGregor said another option for the group would 
be to provide a “Scottish dimension” to the London-
based Campaign for Science and Engineering. CaSE 
director Sarah Main did not comment on MacGregor’s 
proposal but agreed with him on the 
need for more campaigning. 

“There is a big job to be done...in 
the face of predicted public spending 
cuts,” she says. “We are working very 
hard to do that...building a strong 
case for government to invest in 
research which will benefit the whole 
of the UK, including Scotland.”
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