11 November 1999 

Hugh Henry MSP

Convener – European Committee

The Scottish Parliament

Parliament Headquarters

George IV Bridge

Edinburgh

EH99 1SP

"Understanding the importance of European issues in Scotland and the role of the Scottish Parliament's European Committee"

The Scottish Council Development and Industry has a long-standing interest in European issues.  SCDI members are strongly supportive of increased links to the rest of Europe and recent surveys indicate that they are also overwhelmingly in favour of monetary union.  SCDI routinely surveys its members on a broad range of issues.  In recent months we have carried out surveys on monetary union and enlargement and we will be updating these in the future.

1.
What does the European Union mean to you?

1.1
As part of a member state, Scotland relates to the European Union (EU) on a variety of levels - political, economic and social.  The EU is one of the most important policy drivers across a wide range of issues facing the devolved government in Scotland, and will feature in most of the subjects that come before the Scottish Parliament, in one way or another.

1.2
Moreover, the importance of this relationship is likely to increase in the future.  In recent years, the economic significance and scope of policies decided at the level of the EU has grown substantially and the economies of EU members are gradually becoming more integrated.  The further enlargement of the EU planned for early in the next decade will build on this momentum.
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1.3
For the Scottish economy, the rest of the EU represents a critical trading area.  SCDI manufacturing export figures for 1997-98 show that 61% of Scotland's exported manufactured goods go to the EU, worth some £11.7 billion.  For as long as the UK remains outside the single currency, exports to the EU may continue to be volatile.

1.4 With regard to social policy, initiatives such as the Working Time Directive and the European Convention on Human Rights have considerable impact on Scottish businesses and other organisations.  We can also expect increased involvement by the European Commission in education policy in the near future. 

2.
Which issues do you consider most important to your business or daily life?

2.1
There are key policy areas that SCDI feels are extremely important and these are outlined below.  The overriding issue is one of influence.  How does Scotland ensure that its voice is heard in the European Commission and the European Parliament?

2.2
The creation of the Scottish Parliament has given Scotland a new ’legitimacy’ in Brussels.  The central question is how to capitalise on this.  A recent report by SCDI’s sister organisation, the Scottish Council Foundation, has pointed out the potential for ’tensions’ if Scotland tries to go too far down the route of developing its own diplomatic links.  The report suggests that the most effective way for Scotland to influence EU decisions is through the established internal UK route, a view with which we concur.

2.3
Nevertheless, the experience of regions such as Catalonia, in Spain (which has had a considerable presence in Brussels for a number of years), shows that regions within member states can have a real impact on the policy-making process within the European Commission.  The Scottish Parliament should make the building of strategic links with similar regions within the EU a high priority.

2.4
There are specific areas of particular interest.  These are listed below.  While not an exclusive list, these issues should be included in an action plan for the Parliament and the European Committee.  We would suggest concentrating on:

1 Educating the public on the role and importance of the euro (the most recent survey of our members showed that 94% of them are in favour of joining the euro zone at some time);

2 increasing trade links with the rest of the EU, particularly with the six countries targeted for the first stage of enlargement.  In particular, there should be a long-term programme to educate and encourage Scotland based companies to investigate the opportunities of enlargement;

3 attracting more inward investment from EU countries;

4 ensuring that monies from the Structural Funds are spent effectively and on the correct priorities;

5 lobbying the EC to make sure that EU legislation is applied equally in each country, i.e. ensuring a level playing field;
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6 influencing EU environmental legislation;

7 considering the effect that enlargement of the EU will have on Scotland’s agriculture sector;

8 looking at the consequences of social policies, such as the Convention of Human Rights, on employers.

3.
How well do you think these issues are currently dealt with in Scotland and how might they be improved?

3.1
Part of the title of this consultation begins to address an important area, namely "understanding the importance of European issues in Scotland".  Despite a great deal of talk about Europe, there still seems to be limited interest in Scotland about what exactly happens in Brussels.  There are several reasons for this, including the perceived remoteness of the European Commission and the difficulty and complexity of getting an accurate picture of what is happening.

3.2
From the point of view of the electorate, there seems to be a lack of awareness of the importance of the EU on Scottish public policy.  This translates into very low voter turnouts and a lack of input into productive debate.  There is an obvious role for the Scottish Parliament to boost interest in European issues and to better engage the general public.

3.3
For organisations like SCDI, the importance of the European Union is very clear.  The problem is how best to get a voice.  In particular, how to involve members, many of whom have substantial and directly relevant experience of doing business in the rest of the EU, into the policy-making process.

3.4 There have been improvements on a number of fronts.  In the area of Structural Funds, for example, the Scottish Executive has been making a considerable effort to involve 'economic and social partners' in the planning process.  There is an opportunity for organisations such as SCDI to become involved at a strategic level.  However, the involvement of economic and social partners is a mandated requirement of the European Commission, and it would be far more preferable to see this approach taken on a voluntary basis and expanded to more areas.

3.5
On a more specific issue, SCDI has long been concerned with Scotland's trading patterns and exports in particular.  In terms of item 2.4.2 mentioned above, increasing trade links to the rest of the EU, we have been disappointed with the apparent lack of any Government led strategy to boost Scotland's trade with the six soon-to-be EU members.  There is considerable potential for export growth in these new markets (exports to the six countries are already worth £200 million)  There is also an obvious first-mover advantage, although we suspect this has already been lost to competitors from Germany, France and others.  In short, there is scope to take a more strategic approach to helping Scottish businesses gain a foothold in new markets.
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4.
What would you like to see the Scottish Parliament and the European Committee in particular do to improve how these priority issues are dealt with?

4.1
The remit of the European Committee is threefold: to consider proposals for EC legislation; to evaluate the implementation of EC legislation; and to involve itself in any EU-related issue. This is a very broad mandate.

4.2
How do organisations like SCDI relate to this mandate?  At present, with great difficulty, largely because there is no established route for interaction.  It is crucial that the European Committee does not sit in isolation.  The work of other committees in the Parliament will obviously be affected by EU legislation and this has been recognised by the European Committee.  However, regular dialogue is required with a wide network of organisations and we would urge the establishment of a mechanism to facilitate this.

4.3
Moreover, as is clear from the Committee's minutes thus far, it is a substantial task simply to monitor what is happening at the EU level.  This is doubly true for organisations like SCDI which simply do not have the required resources.  A central task for the European Committee is to act as a filter for legislation coming from the EU and make it available in a form that is accessible for effective input.  Events in the EU also have a habit of moving quite quickly and, if proper consultation is to be achieved, some sort of early warning system is critical.

4.4
Simple actions such as making the list of documents received from the EC, along with their perceived priority, available on the Committee's section of the Scottish website will help in this information dissemination process.

4.5
So far, we have addressed the reactive stance to EU legislation.  It will also be necessary for the Parliament and the Committee to be proactive in its actions and to provide Scottish input into the policy-making process.  There is a great deal of expertise in Scotland’s business community and within other organisations in Scotland which can be harnessed with proper encouragement and consultation.

We trust our observations will be of interest.

Yours sincerely,

Alan Wilson
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