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On 28th June 2016, the moving speech by the Scottish National Party (SNP) MEP 

Alyn Smith received a standing ovation in the European Parliament when many of his 

British colleagues were still dumbstruck, ashamed or celebrating the long awaited 

“independence day” (Nigel Farage, UKIP). As emotions ran high following the referendum 

result, the story of Scotland and the EU referendum is a well-told one: Scotland carries the 

progressive voice of the UK, and Scotland does not like the fact that it is being taken out of 

the EU against the will of its people. For the rest of the European Union (EU) and for the 

48.1% of those who voted to remain in the EU, Scotland is proof that not all British people 

are inward-looking Eurosceptics.  

Whilst the emotional and identity dimensions in the aftermath of the EU referendum 

cannot and should not be underestimated, the institutional and political system in the UK, 

the political majority in Scotland and the different experience in democratic practices 

between Scotland and the rest of the UK also put Scotland apart from the rest of the UK. 

This short article explores how the hybrid constitutional set-up of a differentiated 

devolution in the UK, the huge support for the Scottish National Party (SNP) in Scotland 

and the experience of the independence referendum in 2014 shape Scotland’s position and 

voice in relation to Brexit. Finally, the conclusion gives some thoughts on the other two 

devolved entities in the UK, namely Northern Ireland and Wales. These two regions feature 

much less in the political debates and in the media, but they would be equally central to 

any political consensus that would emerge in post-Brexit UK, provided one does emerge.  

 

 

1. The build-up to the EU referendum in Scotland  

 

In Scotland, not only did 62% vote to remain in the EU, there was also a majority for Remain 

in every local authority. This is in stark contrast with the UK wide result of 51.9% voting to 

Leave. The large majority to Remain in London (59%) and a comfortable majority in favour of 

Remain in Northern Ireland (55.8%) contrasts with the vote to Leave in the England and in 

Wales1. The referendum result paints the picture of a very fractured United Kingdom.  

 

 

 

1 For all the results of the referendum, on the UK Electoral Commission website: link to page 

http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/find-information-by-subject/elections-and-referendums/past-elections-and-referendums/eu-referendum/electorate-and-count-information
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Origins of the Scottish pro-European political consensus 
 

The pro-European stance in Scotland is partly attributed to the different political dynamics in 

Scotland in the lead up to the referendum as well as the historical rise to power of the vocal 

pro-European SNP since devolution, in 1997.  

With the UK Independence Party virtually non-existent in Scotland and a historically weak 

Conservative Party presence2, Scotland has never really had an anti-European voice in the 

political landscape – Labour being officially and traditionally pro-European. In the lead up to 

the EU referendum, Scotland sported a clear cross-party support for remaining in the EU 

which included the SNP, Labour and the Greens as well as the Scottish Conservatives, led by 

the popular Ruth Davidson. This contrasts with the divided political stances in Wales and in 

England where UKIP, many Conservatives figureheads (notably Boris Johnson) and even 

some Labour party MPs campaigned in favour of Leave.  

Not only is there no anti-European voice in the public debate in Scotland, but the SNP has 

also been a very vocal supporter of EU membership. Since the late 1980s, the SNP has used 

Europe as an essential external support for an independent Scotland. Historically, the 

independentist tradition places Scotland within a broader framework, such as the 

Commonwealth in the 1930s and more recently, the EU, rather than being presented as 

radical separatism (Keating, 2015). The pro-European message was central in the 2014 

Scottish independence referendum; the uncertainty about whether Scotland could remain in 

the EU if it became independent from the rest of the UK goes some way in explaining the NO 

vote in the Scottish Independence referendum (McEwen, 2016).  

The SNP’s pro-European stance resonates all the more because the party has become the 

only major political power in Scotland. Historically, Scotland is a stronghold of the Labour 

Party. But since devolution in 1997 and the creation of the regional Parliament, Holyrood, it 

is undoubtedly the SNP that has risen to prominence. The 2011 Scottish Parliamentary 

elections delivered a major victory for the SNP and the first majority government since the 

opening of Holyrood, a remarkable feat in the mixed-member proportional 

representation system in Scotland. This opened the way for the proposal to have the 2014 

Scottish Independence referendum, the flagship commitment of the SNP election manifesto. 

Though the result was a defeat for the SNP (44.7% Yes/55.30% No), the party paradoxically 

came out stronger and the vote cost Labour, who had campaigned against independence, 

dearly. In the following general election (April 2015), the SNP won 56 of the 59 Scottish seats 

in the UK House of Commons, Westminster. Labour was wiped out in Scotland. It only 

managed to return one single MP to Westminster, having had 40 in the previous legislature. 

The popularity if the SNP was confirmed in the 2016 April Scottish Parliamentary elections in 

which the SNP once again gained a full majority in Holyrood. Labour slipped to third place 

behind the Scottish Conservatives.  

 

2 We should note that the Conservatives did well in the last Scottish Parliamentary elections in April 2016. They 
are now the second party in Scotland.  
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Beyond political consensus: how the experience of the independence 

referendum played a role in the Brexit referendum  

 

Beyond the cross-party unity and the perception of a more pro-European stance of Scottish 

politics in general, one of the major differences between voters in Scotland and the rest of 

the UK is their larger and deeper experience in different forms of voting practices3. In 

particular, the 2014 independence referendum may have provided Scottish voters with an 

experience of this democratic exercise that so lacked in the rest of Britain. As a result, the 

electorate in Scotland had the experience of a broad, deep and long public debate bridging 

issues of identify and interests in the decision over the future direction of the nation. In the 

case of the EU referendum, there was no provision made for this type of debate both time 

wise (less than two months of campaigning) and in terms of space for discussion (tightly 

controlled IN campaign by the office of the Prime Minister, David Cameron). 

The Scottish people had a two-year civic debate over the independence referendum.  The 

discussions went beyond party politics and happened at grassroots level. The deep and 

engaged discussions over such a length of time could explain why the independence 

referendum result in 2014 was accepted in Scotland even on the side of those voting for 

independence. The result is that the Scottish electorate came into the EU referendum as 

seasoned voters. Voters were perhaps better equipped to understand the significance and 

scope of the democratic exercise that is a referendum. They also had some understanding of 

what they wanted Scotland’s relationship to the EU to be as this had been part of the 

discussions leading up to the independence referendum in 2014. This was in total contrast to 

the rest of the United Kingdom that hadn’t had the experience of a wide and deep debate 

about the future direction of the UK and lacked the experience of engaging in such a 

democratic exercise. The government didn’t plan for the space for debate and the electoral 

timetable didn’t allow for a long campaign – there were Mayoral elections in London and in 

the devolved nations just seven weeks before the EU referendum.  The EU referendum 

campaign was very short, marred by misinformation that went unchallenged and didn’t 

produce the civic debates that are necessary in such an exercise. The outcome has produced 

great division with many still unable to accept the outcome or still trying to figure out what 

leaving the EU really means for the future of the UK. 

 

 

 

3 For information on the different types of voting systems in the UK, please see the UK Parliament webpage: 

www.parliament.uk/about/how/elections-and-voting/voting-systems/  

http://www.parliament.uk/about/how/elections-and-voting/voting-systems/
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2. Post-Brexit Britain: What next for Scotland… and the other 
devolved Nations? 
 
Politically, the days and weeks following the EU referendum were definitely Shakespearian. 

People were spectators to the scheming and backstabbing in Westminster, to the fall out of 

grace of Cameron and the media show of jester-like characters such as Nigel Farage and 

Boris Johnson. There is also a tragic dimension to post-EU referendum Britain in the 

emergence of a deeply divided country. Following the resignation of David Cameron and his 

government the day after the referendum, the Conservative Party engaged in a leadership 

contest for the new Party leader and indeed Prime Minister.  Very soon after a challenge to 

the Opposition party leadership of Jeremy Corbyn emerged in the Labour Party. In all this 

turmoil, the only political figure that seemed to keep a cool head was the SNP First Minster 

of Scotland, Nicola Sturgeon.  

 

A stark contrast in leadership between Scotland and the UK 

 

The leadership role of Nicola Sturgeon has singularly stood out in a context in which 

confusion and sometimes amateurism seemed to prevail. From the start, the Scottish 

government has appeared much better prepared and focused than the UK government or 

the opposition, the Labour Party. Arguably, the SNP doesn’t have to deal with any of the 

polarised political situations South of its border. The Conservative majority in Westminster is 

a very thin one and the party is divided between Remainers and Leavers. The Labour Party is 

recovering from its own internal crisis over the leadership contest and is concerned by a 

perceived gap between the pro-Remain Parliamentary Labour Party and its traditional 

electorate in Wales and northern England – two regions that voted Leave. The strong 

mandate in the Scottish Parliament and the political consensus around Remain in Scotland 

facilitates the clear positioning of Scotland since the 23rd June vote. Nevertheless, the 

leadership role of the First Minister is not to be underestimated. 

As early as the 28th of June, the first Minister set up an expert Standing Council tasked to 

advise the Scottish government on securing Scotland’s relationship with the EU. In stark 

contrast with the UK Government’s Brexit department, this group is cross party, includes 

academics, business representatives, diplomats and high level civil servants as well political 

and legal experts from Scotland, the UK and the EU. Furthermore, Nicola Sturgeon has met 

with European leaders in the capitals and European representatives in Brussels since early 

July. The day after the standing ovation to Alyn Smith’s speech in the European Parliament, 

Nicola Sturgeon was in Brussels. This also contrasts with the scarcity of meetings between 

Teresa May and her EU counterparts.  

 

http://news.gov.scot/news/standing-council-on-europe
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What is at stake for Scotland: a seat at the table and independence 

 

The first big issue for Scotland is how the devolved nations will be included in the discussions 

and negotiations related to the UK leaving the EU. The second big issue on the table is 

whether or not to hold a second independence referendum.  

With regards to the first issue, the Scottish First Minister appointed, in August 2016, a 

spokesperson for negotiations on Brexit with the UK government, Michael Russel. He is a 

former Chief Executive of the SNP and longstanding Member of the Scottish Parliament. 

Furthermore, Sturgeon and May have met to discuss the role of Scotland in the negotiations 

and the Prime Minister committed to closely including the devolved nations4. In October, 

the government set up the Joint Committee on Brexit that gathers the governments of 

Northern Ireland, Scotland, Wales and the UK and is chaired by David Davis, the Secretary of 

State for exiting the EU (known as Brexit secretary). The devolved nations have also been 

promised a direct line to the Brexit Secretary. But despite committing to the contrary, Teresa 

May’s government hasn’t yet truly put the devolved nations on a par in the preparation and 

future negotiations of the EU exit process. This new joint committee doesn’t really give the 

devolved nations the insider role needed to properly cater for different positions (Keating, 

2016). And six months on, the UK government plans on Brexit remain very unclear. This 

omerta not only irks Brussels, it frustrates the representatives in the devolved nations. 

Nicola Sturgeon and Carwyn Jones, First Minister of Wales, are increasingly public about 

their frustration with David Davis. 

Constitutionally, the UK is a hybrid and the devolved nations don’t have the status of federal 

regions in federal states. However, two recent events give Scotland a platform. First, the 

recent Constitutional Court ruling that the Parliament will have to be consulted on Article 50 

has also opened the debate as to whether the devolved Parliament of Scotland (and indeed 

the Welsh and Northern Irish Assemblies) should get a say on triggering Article 50; and 

secondly, the fact that Parliament is set to play an important role in scrutinising the EU exit 

process. With 56 out of 59 Scottish MPs, the SNP has a strong platform in Westminster. 

Thus, Parliament’s scrutiny of the EU exit process will offer Scotland the opportunity to have 

a say in the negotiations. This is less true for the other devolved nations that don’t have such 

a united voice in Westminster or the same number of MPs representing them.  

On the matter of another Scottish Independence referendum, the full majority government 

in Holyrood means that the Scottish Government has near total consensus on the option of a 

second independence referendum in case it estimates that the deal is not in the best 

 

4 The devolved nations include Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. In the Devolution Act of 1997, these 
regions of the UK were transferred powers from central government over a certain amount of policy areas. 
Each also have a parliament (Scotland) or an Assembly (Northern Ireland and Wales) that are elected bodies 
that decide over the devolved powers. Scotland has more devolved powers that the other two regions with a 
further transfer of powers having taken place after the 2014 independence referendum.  
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interest of Scotland. The SNP was re-elected with a full majority in the May 2016 Scottish 

Parliamentary elections on the basis of a manifesto stating that it would be acceptable for 

the Scottish Parliament to propose a new independence referendum ‘if there was a 

significant and material change in the circumstances that prevailed in 2014, such as Scotland 

being taken out of the EU against our will’.  

Much of the SNP membership will view the 2016 EU referendum vote as the opportunity to 

push for independence. However, this is a double edge sword. In the unpredictable 

constitutional environment that is post-EU referendum Britain, the prospect of a Scottish 

referendum could simply end up aggravating uncertainty, notably with regards to the 

economic situation of Scotland, something the leadership is probably very much aware of. If 

unsuccessful, it could also weaken the SNP; there is no guarantee that the electorate is now 

in favour of independence (Mcewen, 2016). The Scottish government however, is 

proceeding in a pragmatic manner. In her speech at the SNP Conference in October 2016, 

Nicola Sturgeon stated that a second independence referendum is highly probable in the 

event of a hard EU exit. In the wake of the conference, the government published a 

consultation on a draft referendum bill (20th of October 2016) with the aim of testing ground 

and perhaps catering for the SNP membership base. The government is keeping its options 

open. The expert standing Council has a mandate to examine all possible scenarios for 

Scotland, including independence.  

 

What of the other devolved nations? 

 

Northern Ireland also voted to Remain in the EU (55,8%). But for some reason the result 

hasn’t triggered the coverage and speculation that surrounded the Scottish vote. Granted, 

the SNP has a much louder voice in the media and in Westminster. But perhaps the Good 

Friday Agreement of 1998, for many outside the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland, 

belongs to history books whereas the fervour of Scottish politics is still very fresh on many 

people’s minds inside and outside the UK since the 2014 independence referendum. Once 

the emotions are slowly drained out of the debate and different parties settle down to 

negotiate the terms of the UK leaving the EU, the question of Northern Ireland might feature 

much more prominently than it does now. The border between the Republic of Ireland and 

Northern Ireland will become an external border of the EU and this could have huge 

consequences for the Good Friday Agreement.  

As for Wales, this traditionally Labour stronghold surprised many inside and outside the UK 

by voting to Leave the EU (52.5%). It is the region that benefits most from EU funding in the 

UK. South Wales in particular, where most of the Welsh population lives, is one of the most 

deprived areas of the UK. It never really recovered from the end of industry and the 

Thatcher policies in the eighties. As an indicator of the level of inequality in the UK, West 

Wales and the Valleys (two of three Welsh Regions) fall under the category of less developed 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B8Tu6kHw0HUMdXZyb0RHNHdRSzQ/view
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0050/00507743.pdf
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regions in the EU, i.e. whose GDP per capita is less than 75% of the EU average.  The UK is 

one of only five countries5 from the EU 15 (pre 2004 accession of central and Eastern 

European countries) that has regions that fall under this category and thus benefit from 

wider access to Structural Funds (link to map on Commission website). It is very difficult to 

see how leaving the EU will have a positive outcome on Wales’ social and economic 

situation. It would require a U-turn in the political-economic consensus that has dominated 

British politics for 35 years and led to increasing inequalities in one of the wealthiest 

countries in the world6.   

The redistributive consequences of the UK exiting the EU exit and of any deal made between 

the two parties are an issue that goes beyond Wales and encompasses the poorer regions in 

Northern England and Cornwall who also massively voted Leave. Whereas the Scottish 

people can rely on their government to carry their voice, once the negotiations kick off and 

with no general election until 2020, Teresa May’s government might well look away from 

those regions. Once again.  

 

Conclusion 

The Scottish government appears to be working on what Scotland wants after the EU 

referendum in a professional manner that contrasts with the UK government’s attitude. 

Scottish independence is one of the options that is being explored. But with no clear deal in 

perspective and no constitutional requirement to involve the devolved nations – at least so 

far – the Scottish government is engaged in a highly political exercise to pitch its case both 

with Teresa May’s government and in relation to EU representatives.  

It remains to be seen how the SNP can reconcile the increasing need for a UK wide 

consensus on what Brexit means and a Parliamentary coalition on EU exit terms to avoid 

“the UK crashing out of the EU”, with its aspirations for an independent Scotland.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5 Most regions in Portugal, one region in Spain, the five most Southern regions of Italy including Sicily and some 
Greek regions are also eligible for European Structural Funds.  
6 For figures on the levels of inequality in OECD countries and the comparison between the 80s and the late 
2000s, see the OECD publication Divided we stand: Why inequality keeps rising, December 2011, link to 
summary  

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/graph/poster2014/eu28.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/els/soc/49170768.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/els/soc/49170768.pdf
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