Scotland must double value of its exports ‘to remain competitive’
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Scotland must aim to double the value of its exports if it is to remain competitive in the global marketplace, according to a business leader.
A network of “Scottish Trade Centres” should be set up to boost the “Scottish brand”, particularly in emerging markets, said Dr Lesley Sawers, chief executive of the Scottish Council for Development and Industry. She also said there was “a continuing need to join up Scottish and UK international activity to support Scottish exports”. 

She told Holyrood’s Economy, Energy and Tourism Committee: “SCDI believes that Scotland’s international presence – three Scottish Government offices and Scottish Development International’s 21 offices – could have the potential to develop into Scottish Trade Centres.”

She said Scotland’s exports had been “respectable in a UK context” and had real strengths. But she added: “While figures suggest on average Scottish exporters sell a higher value of goods abroad than UK exporters, only 5.25% of UK exporters are in Scotland. So we need to increase the total business base of Scottish exporters and focus on key strengths.

“In the next 10 years, global trade is forecast to grow three times faster than global GDP and with UK domestic demand forecast to remain weaker, a key priority is to re-balance the Scottish economy with greater resources devoted to business investment and net exports. 

“SCDI recommends a stretching target to double the value of Scotland’s exports in the next decade, underpinned by a more co-ordinated, long-term UK and Scottish export strategies.”

Other recommendations include improving foreign language skills, increasing ports capacity, the reinstatement of the air route development fund, the development of a high-speed rail link between Scotland and London and high-speed broadband.

The organisation also says that support for exporting should be a key priority for the proposed Scottish Investment Bank and that a more commercial, export-orientated mindset should be developed in all departments of government.

“Trade promotion needs to be at the core of the role of all government staff in all foreign markets and it should be co-ordinated with Scotland’s tourism, education, cultural and events activity,” Dr Sawers said.

She added: “Scottish trade centres would attract investment to Scotland, help overseas investors gain a quick insight into investment opportunities and match them to appropriate companies or advisers in Scotland.

“They would proactively supply information and research on market opportunities to Scottish companies, develop relationships and identify useful business contacts.”
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