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 A Charitable Concern? 
 

How Charities in Scotland are preparing for the potential for constitutional change 
 

Meeting at the Scotland Office  
30th May 2014, Scotland Office, Edinburgh 

 
Introduction  

 This meeting held at the Scotland Office in Edinburgh was a chance for charities in Scotland to 
engage with UK Government senior officials on issues relating to the referendum and 
Scotland’s constitutional future. 

 The session was chaired by Pat Armstrong, CEO of ACOSVO with contributions from Martyn 
Evans, CEO, Carnegie UK Trust; Philip Rycroft, Director General in the Deputy Prime Minister’s 
Office; and David Robb, CEO of Office of the Scottish Charity Regulator (OSCR).  

 The meeting was attended by 15 delegates from large and small charities in Scotland. Also in 
attendance were Glenn Preston, Scotland Office Deputy Director of Home, Social & Domestic 
Affairs and Karen Gray Defence, Energy & International Affairs Team.  

 This meeting followed a series of four seminars hosted by the Carnegie UK Trust at Andrew 
Carnegie House in Dunfermline that explored a range of issues relating to charities and 
constitutional change. Summaries of these seminars are available here and you can find the 
briefing note: Ten steps for charities and the independence referendum which outlines  ten 
internal and external steps charities can take in response to potential constitutional change 

here.  
 

Input from Philip Rycroft, Director General, Deputy Prime Ministers Office  
 Philip explained that the Deputy Prime Minister’s Office has responsibility for constitutional 

issues. 
 He outlined that whatever the outcome of the referendum on the 18th of September it was 

likely that there would be some form of constitutional change. Each of the three main UK 
parties have recently unveiled commitments for further devolution of powers to Scotland in the 
event of a ‘No’ vote in September. 

 A moment of change in the relationship between the UK government and Scotland is therefore 
approaching and there is an opportunity to shape how this should look and feel like in the years 
ahead. He asked delegates how the relationship could work better. 

 
Roundtable discussion 

 Delegates suggested that there was opportunity for UK government departments to consult 
and engage more effectively with the devolved nations and to recognise that Scotland is a 
distinct community of interest when developing policy and legislation. In cases where 
legislation is rushed through with little engagement, or when the policy context in Scotland and 
at Westminster is antagonistic, the result is often confusion about how new legislation affects 
the devolved nations. The Lobbying Bill and the Immigration Act are both recent examples of 
where this has occurred. 

 A number of delegates highlighted that opportunities to share success and learning between 

http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/changing-minds/people---place/independence-and-scottish-civil-society-organisati
http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/2013/top-steps-for-charities-and-the-independence-refer
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the devolved nations of the UK are too often missed for political reasons. A more mature 
relationship between the Scottish and UK government where positive change can be valued 
and recognised is needed. 
 

Input from Martyn Evans, CEO, Carnegie UK Trust  
 Martyn outlined the Carnegie UK Trust’s own experience of constitutional change in the early 

20th century. Ireland was still part of the UK when the Trust was established but when it became 
independent shortly afterwards there was fierce debate amongst Trustees at the time about 
whether the Trust should remain engaged in activities in the new state. Legal advice was that 
the constitutional change in Ireland did not affect the geographical scope of the Trust’s 
activities and the Trust remains fully engaged in work in the Republic of Ireland to this day.   

 Martyn highlighted the Trust’s recent work relating to  constitutional change including: 
o The publication of Ten steps for charities and the independence referendum. 
o The Trust’s Evidence Exchange project which identifies a demand for more cross border 

exchange about what works in social policy.  
o Martyn’s Chairmanship of the Expert Working Group on Welfare which looked at the 

medium and long term options for welfare in an independent Scotland. The group’s 2nd 
report: Re-thinking Welfare: Fair, Personal and Simple was published on 4th June. 2014. 

o Post referendum plans with the Moderator of the Church of Scotland. 
 
Roundtable Discussion  

 Participants suggested that if a better relationship is to be established between the UK 
government and Scotland, cultural change within Whitehall is required. 

 Participants felt that there was a notable difference in culture between the devolved 
administrations and Whitehall. This is evident in how readily accessible civil servants in the 
devolved administrations are in comparison to Whitehall, although it was acknowledged this is 
partly to do with scale and the fact that lines of communication are much shorter in the 
devolved nations. 

 There were concerns that the prevailing culture within the civil service is often perceived as 
being primarily defensive. Comparisons were made with the European Commission which was 
felt to be very open and transparent in comparison.  

 Participants suggested that process can help change culture. For example when decisions are 
taken at the UK level the process must ensure that Scotland has been consulted.  

 One participant suggested that useful lessons might be learned from federalist countries 
elsewhere in the world. The UK is highly centralised but is slowly adapting and there are 
opportunities to learn from others. 

 It was noted that within the policy community there is often a lack of understanding about how 
the asymmetric federalisation of the UK works. It was suggested that all parts of the policy 
community needed an improved understanding of constitutional arrangements within the UK.  

 There were concerns that in a post ‘No’ vote situation Whitehall might retrench further – 
leading to increased strains in a situation of more devolution. It was suggested that the 
Scotland Office and the Wales Office had a continuing role ensuring that Whitehall engages 
appropriately with the devolved administrations.  

http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/2013/top-steps-for-charities-and-the-independence-refer
http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/changing-minds/knowledge---culture/evidence-exchange
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2014/06/7760/0
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 It was noted that one aspect of devolution is that there are different political parties in power in 
each jurisdiction. There were concerns that this made it more difficult for politicians to look 
across borders and to adopt policies from different jurisdictions.  A culture of honesty is 
required. 

 It was noted that while there was clearly scope for improvement, there were examples of good 
practice such as the engagement done by the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills 
on consumer protection, the Home Office on modern slavery and just that week by the UK 
Ministry of Justice and the Department for Education on the UK Government’s Balance of 
Competences exercise.  It was also important to acknowledge that there were around 30,000 
UK Government civil servants across a wide variety of departments in Scotland who were 
engaging at a local level every day.    
 

Input from David Robb, CEO of OSCR 
 David outlined that there are currently 23,000 charities in Scotland. 800 of which are cross 

border charities for whom OSCR is not the main regulator. These 800 charities account for the 
about half of the turnover of the charity sector in Scotland.  

 The referendum is therefore very much a UK-wide issue for charities.  David noted that the 
Charities Commission of England and Wales also had an important role on advising charities 
about constitutional change.   

 David highlighted that it is very difficult to find someone who is not connected with a charity – 
the charitable sector is a microcosm of society. Charities have a reach that politicians will never 
have. There is an opportunity for politicians to engage with charities and start a conversation 
about the sort of Scotland that we want to see in the future.  

 Whatever the outcome of the vote Scotland and the rest of the UK had a shared future as a 
consequence of our shared geography and history.  

 
Roundtable Discussion 

 It was noted that constitutional change in Scotland is taking place within the context of an 
number of other significant ongoing or potential changes to democratic structures within the 
UK including: the Wales Bill, the Cities Agenda in England and the Reform of the House of Lords. 
He noted that there remain unresolved issues such as the West Lothian question and asked – if 
we go further with devolution in Scotland how does this impact on the rest of the UK? 

 It was suggested that trust in government was a key factor in this discussion. Trust in 
government is declining. This is partly because people feel that they no longer have the ability 
to influence decisions made by government.   

 At the same time globalisation means that governments are no longer fully in charge. It was 
suggested that the future is for civil society and governments to work more closely together and 
to bring business into the conversation. If civil society is to take more responsibility it needs the 
protection of being taken seriously by government. It also needs to move beyond advocacy to 
involvement in policy development. 

 Participants noted that voting reforms meant that a coalition government is much more likely. 
There is a need to build a political dialogue that is much more about interdependency and 
collaboration than the old adversarial system. 
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 One participant asked whether we should be making more use of the four devolved nations as 
‘engine rooms’ of the UK. Too often it is assumed that Scotland and the Scotland offices of 
charities are only interested in Scottish issues and UK-wide issues are left to London. This is a 
missed opportunity. Similarly it is too often assumed that third sector organisations have a 
narrow sectorial focus when their work often touches on wide range of cross-sectorial issues. A 
safe space is required for charities to come together and discuss cross-sectorial issues.  

 One participant was concerned that too often constitutional and policy issues were becoming 
confused in the referendum debate, although it was agreed that the referendum provided a 
good opportunity to discuss a wider range of issues.  

 Issues such as fairness, equity, empowerment and the need to re-engage people, especially 
young people, in the democratic process, have been key themes in the referendum debate. A 
number of participants felt that it was important that the sector makes this happen, whatever 
the outcome of the referendum.  

 Finally it was noted that there is also a European dimension to constitutional change – 
Scotland’s future in Europe is uncertain whatever the outcome of the referendum. In the event 
of a No vote there are questions about how best to reflect the views of the devolved nations in 
the European context.  

 
Next Steps 

 Philip highlighted that in the event of a ‘No’ vote there would be opportunity for civic Scotland 
and the political classes to engage in a debate about the constitutional settlement. He 
encouraged attendees to get in touch in the meantime if they had any further feedback. 

 
 


