Future Scotland,

 The National Conversation and Related Constitutional Debate

Seminar Event for the Third Sector Policy Officer Network, 12th March 2008

The Third Sector Policy Officer network, is an informal peer support and information sharing network of people who work in policy in the voluntary sector, and is supported by SCVO. Network activities include bimonthly meetings, occasional training sessions, and an annual seminar or conference event. This year the network chose to look at the Scottish Government National Conversation and other debate around the constitution. 

The seminar was a half day event beginning with speakers from the Scottish Government, the Scottish Labour Party, SCVO and the Political Editor of the Herald, followed by questions from the floor. Delegates then broke into small groups to discuss some broad questions for the sector. This was followed by lunch, with the opportunity to view the results from the discussions and make further suggestions as to what questions we should be asking on the topic. Delegates from over thirty voluntary organisations were briefed in advance with materials including links to the National Conversation website and consultation document, Third Force News articles on the topic, the Steel Commission Report, and news articles on the National Conversation, and plans for the Scottish Constitutional Commission.
The event was chaired by Jill Flye, SCVO.
Speakers

The Keynote speech was made by Stewart Maxwell, Minister for Communities and Sport:

Stewart Maxwell said that the views of the Third Sector have a vital role to play in responding to 'Choosing Scotland's Future', the Scottish Government's National Conversation. He emphasised that it is not a dry academic debate, but is about what powers and responsibilities the Scottish Parliament and Government need to have if we are to meet the needs of Scotland's people and to fulfil our aspirations as a nation. Organisations could benefit from exploring the advantages of more powers in, for example, the areas of employment, taxation, immigration, and energy policy. Changes in the constitution could have an impact on poverty, and on Scotland’s relations with the EU and the rest of the world. 
He said that the National Conversation is all about participation and that 

there has been considerable interest shown in the topic, with 314,000 hits on the National Conversation website. The National Conversation is now entering its second Phrase, with public events taking place across Scotland to further engage people across all sectors, and with the Government leading debate on reserved issues, and listening to the debate.
The minister described how the current settlement limits Scotland’s progress, and how we need to move forward to meet the aspirations of the Scottish people e.g. on housing policy, and he stressed the importance of third Sector in delivering for Scotland.

Cathy Jamieson, MSP, Deputy Leader of the Scottish Labour Party spoke about plans for the Constitutional Commission.

Cathy said that the Constitutional Commission will focus on the appropriate settlement between devolved and reserved powers. It won’t be about ripping up the current constitutional settlement, but about reviewing it ten years on. The commission is a logical extension to the debate, and has both cross party support in the Scottish Parliament, and the support of the UK Government.
Cathy emphasised that the constitution is “far too important an issue to leave to politicians”. The commission will be open to input and views from all, including the voluntary sector will be open and input from the third sector and other sectors. All sorts of ways of engaging people are under consideration, including citizen’s juries. She was unable to give fine details of the plans as these were currently being finalised, but she emphasised that the genuine aim of the commission is to build on the legacy of devolution.  (“It is about walking taller in the UK, not walking out on the UK”.) 
Douglas Fraser, Political Editor of the Herald gave some background and political context to the debate:
Douglas said that evidence from polls seems not to be in favour of independence, but this can depend very much on how the question is framed. ‘Devolution plus’ would seem to receive the most public support.

He explored the irony of the situation where a successful SNP Government could undermine the case for independence – people are happier with devolution where they feel that there is some separation from the Westminster policy, and where they see the government as ‘standing up for Scotland’s interests’ – but this could lead to a reduced appetite for independence.
He asked why are there two strands to the debate? And explained that it would be naive to believe it could be otherwise. However, there is a possibility that the two different strands will come up with two different conclusions. 
The National Conversation is clever politics, given public dissatisfaction with politics, - conversation is more convincing than rhetoric. The advantage for the SNP government is that it is bound together around the constitutional question.  The disadvantage is that its policy comprises a wish-list, (it wants both business growth and a higher minimum wage; Irish style growth; Icelandic style fishing policy; Norwegian oil fund…) and does not address the challenge of transition/ how to get there, in the consultation.  Sources of constitutional tension include the Nuclear forces on the Clyde, the national debt share, the splitting of oil revenues. But he asked, given independence, would Scotland join the EU? Would any high speed rail link think it worthwhile extending beyond Manchester?

In the Constitutional Commission, the three parties are in internal disarray over constitutional issues, and also in inter-party disarray. He suggested that Labour is not sure what it wants, and there is no end point in sight. 

He outlined some further problems with deciding the future of the rest of the UK - would England and Wales have a veto? Much of the decision would rest with Labour in the UK. Would opening up the constitutional settlement prove a two way street? Could there be a move to take away devolved powers? This would be a very unpopular move in Scotland. He said that the third sector would be relatively unaffected – it is used to working with anomalies. However increased focus on constitutional issues could mean less focus on the policy issues that are important to the sector.  
Stephen Maxwell, Associate Director of SCVO offered a voluntary sector perspective:
Stephen spoke about SCVO’s involvement in the debate – SCVO has long had an interest in constitutional matters. In the 1990s SCVO consulted the sector and found overwhelming support for a Scottish Parliament with tax varying powers, and that its policy committee agreed to support the "Yes, Yes" vote. 

Behind the support for a Scottish Parliament was recognition of the opportunities it would provide for legislation and policies more responsive and relevant to voluntary organisations in Scotland. Since the opening of the Scottish Parliament in 1999 the way in which voluntary organisations in Scotland work has undergone a huge change. Policy makers are now much more accessible, and there are many more opportunities for influence. Nearly ten years on, SCVO is keen that the voice of voluntary sector organisations should be heard in the current debate, and aims to encourage discussion and contributions to the relevant consultations from the points of view of voluntary organisations, looking at what changes may be beneficial to them and to the communities and interests that they represent. 
SCVO realises many organisations have an interest in these issues, eg poverty organisations, peace groups, international aid organisations. Others don’t. There would appear to be no reason, concerning charity law, why charities should not get involved in the debate, looking at it from the viewpoint of public benefit and the key work of the organisation. Stephen encouraged organisations to get involved in the discussions and make responses to the consultation.
Questions from the floor included the following topics:
· Why are there two strands of debate? - a coalition of organisations could bring together a citizens convention to examine these questions. The current strands are led by political parties or the government - how do we bring about an equal partnership with civil society?


Stewart Maxwell: the reason behind the two strands was that some were not involving themselves in looking at all the options. 
Cathy Jamieson: the reason is that some parties were unwilling to get involved with a process that is geared towards a particular result. 
Stephen Maxwell: there is less political imperative for civil society to be leading on the debate, but this does not have to be a great loss if we are all involved in the debate. 

All were agreed on the need to actively involve all of civil society.   
· Would the Scottish Government’s referendum proposal be dropped if the responses to the National Conversation do not support one? 

Douglas Fraser suggested that maybe a new arrangement would result that doesn’t exist elsewhere

· How do we ensure that changes to the constitution help us to achieve social justice?  - we need to focus in the first instance on a policy agenda that will lead us to a more socially just Scotland and then ask what powers would help us to achieve that.
Stewart Maxwell: - any new powers would need to have a purpose. We need powers to grow the economy, and we cannot achieve social justice without economic growth. 
Cathy Jamieson: What matters is making best use of the powers we have, and also finding new powers that can create a fairer, more just Scotland.  

· There was a question about the services tendering process and the international context. 

Cathy Jamieson: we never work alone  - even a local income tax would need to be collected by a UK body (HM Customs and Revenue)
Stewart Maxwell: even with an end to the political union, the two countries would continue to work very closely together in lots of ways (a ‘social union’ would continue). 
Small Group Discussions

Delegates broke into small groups to discuss three broad questions. 

Question 1 – What is your vision for a future Scotland?  - What would you like to see happen for people / communities etc?

The notes were concentrated on the following areas:

· Democracy/ participation - Several responses centred on increased citizenship, engagement, collaboration, participation and co-operation. The visions of different groups included more local decision-making, a new relationship between people and parliament, active participative democracy, and empowered communities with people closer to power and decision-making. A genuinely inclusive Scotland, and a Scotland with decision makers accountable for decisions, with the accountability close to delivery.

· Social Justice - Several responses focused on a fair, just and equal society, with economic measures to deliver this, and equality, fairness and diversity also tackled at an organisational level. The need to consider a tension between tackling inequalities and raising standards was noted, and a particular point made that unpaid carers should not be living in poverty – in fact no-one should live in poverty.
· Valuing people - Included in the visions were that self worth should be achieved through different kinds of contribution to society, and all should have the opportunity to fulfil their potential, and express themselves creatively. There should be increased confidence to engage, with people feeling they have a relevant view to contribute, and a shared sense of belonging.

· International context - Visions included that Scotland proudly takes its place on the international stage (celebrating uniqueness and sharing). There were several comments about the need to share the benefits of social justice internationally, be more outward looking, an international exemplar of good practise, and a ‘Beacon of peace’.
· Environment/ sustainability - A sustainable Scotland, socially, economically, environmentally was envisaged. As was the harnessing Scotland’s natural resources, e.g. water, in a considered way.

· Local Government - There were some visions of a co-operative, inclusive and accountable local government, using its budgets well. (Service tendering practices were questioned). 
· The Conversation - Some points about the national conversation were included in the discussions – eg that there should be not just ‘one’ conversation, but many conversations at many levels, eg in our everyday lives. People engaging with each other with more open communication. It was suggested that the conversation should be asking people what would make their lives better, and there was the vision that  everyone gets as involved in this debate as the people in the room that day. 
· Other - Other visions included that in everyday life and communities people can see the link between their own lives and national action. There should be focus on specific policies as well as wider issues. National standards were mentioned, (and with humour, what we would do with our royal family patrons).
Q.2 – In what ways could constitutional change help Scotland move towards your vision and further the objectives of your organisation?  - Or move you away from your vision and hinder the objectives? 

Ways constitutional change may help
· Some specific policy areas were mentioned – eg gaining powers on tax and employment could bring about joined up policy for unpaid carers; control of equalities legislation, energy and transport, elections, fiscal powers. 

· Better access to government and politicians, and improved engagement also featured strongly. It was suggested that constitutional change could bring local people closer to decision-making though greater local accountability.


· There were positive comments about the opportunities presented through making change/ reviewing arrangements – eg for tidier policy delivery, cutting red tape, changing the things that don’t work, reviewing structures and enshrining similar principles of openness in any changes. There were comments about ensuring that policies better address the priorities in Scotland (which may differ from the U.K.) Also that constitutional change may open the opportunity to review and consider the relationship between national and local government with a possible impact on local service delivery (or has this already begun).

· Other possible positives included that European obligations may be strengthened; there could be a strengthening of cultural identity, financial and political support, more media coverage from a Scottish perspective, and changes in social policy etc stimulated. 

Ways constitutional change may hinder 

· There were concerns about the direct impact on organisations – eg that there could be more red tape / bureaucracy, that the status and work of UK-wide organisations could be affected – (“how do you work cross border?”), that changing policy and structures means organisations having to keep up and amend their services. The process of change could raise problems and challenges for those affected. Clarity about the process and change management was called for.

· There were some concerns about a negative impact on engagement, eg of having a change in structure of “Government” at all levels at the same time as big constitutional change, and that constitutional change may introduce more complexity and confusion, meaning that even fewer people engage.

· There were concerns about particular policy areas – eg that Westminster may be better at sustainable policies, that economic priorities could dominate and social and environment policies might suffer. It was feared that the area of benefits would be hard to detangle and may dominate the agenda and hold back other policies.
· Other concerns were about the competence of Scottish politicians – (“can be too inward looking”); that changing tax powers would mean changing expectations of what will be provided; that European obligations may be weakened; and UK solutions might just be ‘copied’.  
Other comments 
· Be careful what you wish for 
· Depends on kind of constitutional change – mechanism is not the issue – depends on level of debate. 

· Effect on people’s lives. 
Q.3 Could an increase in powers mean an increase in influence for the sector?...or otherwise?
Most of the answers were positive, or a qualified yes, but there were concerns, in particular around the competition from other lobbyists. 


· Yes answers noted that experience of devolution so far means voluntary organisations can lobby better, and geographical and other forms of access means increased opportunities for influence – (it is much easier to meet with MSPs than MPs). More powers for the Scottish Parliament means more involvement of civil society and improved critical thinking.  Where there is a lack of Scottish Parliament powers, lobbying activity is not galvanised in the same way. The voluntary sector has had many policy issues to ‘push’, so is a good source for ideas for legislation, etc. Resolving certain devolved/reserved anomalies would help. 

Particular powers mentioned where there would be more influence concerned transport and access issues (the Scottish Government cannot make access a condition of service contract); equalities, and peace/ disarmament. 

· The ‘qualified yes’ replies said “Yes – provided power is more widely distributed” and “Only if we utilise it!” and they asked whether access always equals influence, whether direct representation in the Scottish Parliament would mean the voluntary sector is consulted as a matter of course, and whether MSPs are more accessible in part because they are less powerful than MPs. It was also suggested that an increase in powers could mean a dilution in the ability / capacity to engage meaningfully on all the areas. The balance could shift within the sector – different voluntary organisations might see their influence increase / diminish; and increased powers would open up more policy debates, some of them very difficult in a Scottish context. 
· Concerns about other lobbyists – eg “Depends on who you are up against!  Freight haulage assoc. stronger in Scotland?” and “Who else is lobbying?” It was suggested that more powers for the Scottish Parliament may attract more competing lobbyists, e.g. from business, and questions were asked about whether this might be difficult for the voluntary sector, or whether the transparency with in the Scottish Parliament would protect the sector from losing the influence it has gained. 

· Specific policy areas mentioned where there would not be increased influence for the sector were transport and the environment. 

· In addition to yes and no answers, there were further points made about the public sector – whether the expansion of the public sector is a threat, or whether the third sector can hold its own against the public sector; whether the tendering process for services might favour larger organisations, but voluntary organisations might be cheaper, and more collaborative.  It was noted that there may be a better reason for people to come together if more power is at stake. 

· Europe came under discussion – eg whether Scotland could influence local government through Europe; resources at European level and role of MEPs. 
· Other points

· Public debate / media debate may be different?  Sometimes not such robust scrutiny in Scotland?

· Resourcing influencing work not just public service delivery.

· More worthwhile to invest in policy for voluntary sector with Scottish Parliament focus … e.g. parliamentary/policy officers role/functions.

· More numpties, not just experts!  (i.e. asking the daft questions)
Questions were asked about the process of analysis of today’s opinions, and “what do all these opinions/blogs mean?  Will they be analysed?”

Q. 4 What other questions should we be asking?

The final question was left on a flipchart for people to respond to over lunch. The following responses were made: 

· How should the change process operate to ensure Voluntary / civic sector input?

· What constitutional settlement would be of most benefit to the voluntary sector?

· Where’s the money?

