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INTRODUCTION
The Referendum may be over but it will continue to cast a shadow over Scotland’s political and civic 
life for some time to come. However, with the General Election in May, 2015 was always going to be an 
important year on the electoral calendar. The political fall-out from the independence referendum, will 
see Alex Salmond seeking a return to Westminster and Labour trying to rebuild its support in Scotland, 
and the infamous West Lothian Question perhaps being resolved.

This short guide is aimed at ensuring that your organisation is ready to respond to the political upheaval 
ahead. Grayling has provided as comprehensive an outlook as currently possible. Not everything may 
come to pass, but here we provide our guidance on what and who to watch out for in 2015.



FALL-OUT FROM THE INDEPENDENCE REFERENDUM
The SNP has grown inordinately as a political party, with a considerably enhanced  membership base. 
That may not translate into much additional firepower, but it gives the party a huge advantage when 
most other parties are seeing, at best, stagnant memberships. The Scottish Green Party has also 
gained, though not to the same degree as the SNP. That membership base will provide the SNP with a 
solid foundation upon which to maintain high levels of public support in the 2015 General Election and 
the 2016 Scottish Parliament elections. 

Following the resignation of Johann Lamont MSP, there has been a noticeable change in the tone and 
direction of the Scottish Labour Party. Under its new leaders, Jim Murphy MP and Kezia Dugdale MSP, 
the party will continue to reform and Murphy has promised all Scottish policy will be developed and 
agreed by the Scottish Party. However, it is not alone. The Scottish Conservatives in the run up to the 
referendum campaign also took a more stridently Scottish devolution stance than many expected and 
won plaudits for their approach. 

The referendum has also changed communication channels. While social media has been growing steadily 
as an important medium for political communication, the referendum saw it growing to new heights. 
This trend will continue, meaning that the more traditional methods of voter outreach will become less 
relevant, though oddly a new national newspaper has been launched on the back of the referendum 
result. Grayling expects to see political and ‘national’ blogs go from strength to strength in 2015. 
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THE SCOTTISH CABINET
Sturgeon has reshaped the Scottish Cabinet to put additional emphasis on the social justice agenda.

The new Cabinet is the first to be composed of 50/50 gender balance. It is also a relatively young 
Cabinet, although a few members of the older guard have been retained. The new Cabinet, which is 
relatively left leaning, sees some big guns shuffled out – Kenny McAskill and Michael Russell. However, 
Swinney, as the new Deputy First Minister, and Alex Neil have remained in the Cabinet. Sturgeon was 
also keen not to scare the horses in the business community, retaining Fergus Ewing in post. 

The new Cabinet is likely to be more collective. Sturgeon will be more of a team player than her 
predecessor. With Swinney playing a co-ordinating role across the Cabinet, we can expect to see a 
more considered approach to new initiatives. However, this is a Cabinet on the make, they know that 
they have three years of elections ahead and therefore have to maintain a campaigning mode.

Of the new Cabinet appointments, the ones to really watch will be Shona Robison, looking after 
health, and Angela Constance, looking after the education portfolio. These are huge responsibilities 
which have been given to two people who have only limited ministerial careers to date. They will be 
at the forefront of the biggest changes. Also watch out for Michael Matheson, who now has the justice 
portfolio. This low profile minister has now been thrust into a full cabinet position looking after major 
police and legal reforms.



THE OPPOSITION
Scottish Labour has an uphill battle ahead to try and recover its lost votes to the SNP. Now under its 
new leader, Jim Murphy, and Deputy Leader, Kezia Dugdale, the Party is keen to reposition itself at the 
heart of the centre-left. The new Cabinet is a mixture of old and new blood, but should certainly be 
able to hold its own against their SNP counterparts. While Murphy has got off to a strong start, he and 
his deputy have yet to show their abilities to both turn the Party around and land some punches on the 
Scottish Government.

The Scottish Conservatives came out of the referendum campaign relatively unscathed. However, the 
challenge for the party will be ensuring it is not marginalised in the General Election debate in Scotland 
and can inject some new blood into the Party ahead of 2016. A battle over the Left by the Scottish 
Labour Party and the SNP should clear the way for the Conservatives to pick up more centralist votes, 
but the brand still remains fairly toxic.

The Scottish Liberal Democrats will be lucky to maintain anything like the number of MPs they currently 
have in Scotland. Few will likely survive the General Election, which has seen public support shrink to 
under 6-7%, though many can rely on a significant personal vote. Nevertheless, the Party could yet 
continue to play a decisive role in UK politics if there is a hung parliament.

The Scottish Green Party has the advantage now of potentially two additional MSPs, swelling their ranks 
ahead of the General Election. Despite a growing membership, the Party will likely struggle in the 2015 
elections, but providing it does not find itself marginalised should be in a stronger position for 2016.



THE DIRECTION OF THE SCOTTISH GOVERNMENT
Three key policy areas have emerged to date from the Scottish Government, which will be reflected 
across most of the political parties too. Firstly, the economy. Economic growth in Scotland continues, 
but it is weakening and may be prone to drops in exports and oil exploitation. The Scottish Government 
will therefore be keen to do what it can to continue to support economic growth.

Social justice became one of the main issues of contention in the referendum campaign. Part of 
the Scottish Government’s early push has been on fair work. Building on earlier work led by former 
Minister, Jim Mather, the SNP is keen to form a partnership with business to adopt the living wage and 
abolish zero hour contracts.

Public sector reform has been a significant aspect of the SNP administration. Notable changes have 
included the regionalisation of colleges, the integration of adult health and social care and the creation 
of a single police service. However, with further austerity cuts coming down the line and the desire for 
further reform, we can expect to see yet further change to Scottish public services.

KEY POLICY BATTLES
The major political battles to come in 2015 are likely to revolve around a few key issues. Housing has 
been on the political radar for some time, but is likely to rise higher in the policy agenda as concerns 
grow about Scotland’s housing shortage and the quality of the stock.

The Scottish Government’s legislative agenda singled out landed estates for further reform. The 
Scottish Conservatives have already indicated their opposition to the proposals, which will see lobbying 
by the sector against further community buy-outs.

As Scottish Labour and the SNP slug it out over the political Left, we can expect to see welfare and 
wage policies being at the forefront of the political debates. Even if the SNP do manage to get a deal 
with business on the Living Wage, expect Labour to be promising to go one better.
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IMPLEMENTING SMITH
The Smith Report implementation is undoubtedly the main political talking point of 2015. Under the 
proposals, Holyrood will be responsible for more than 60% of Scottish spending and new powers of 
income tax bands, areas of welfare, employment programmes, borrowing powers and air passenger 
duty. With the publication of the Command Paper we now have a  clearer idea of how the UK 
Government proposes to turn the proposals into legislative reality. However, with the battle for votes 
ahead of May, we can expect to see a pitch from some of the Unionist parties for further devolution. 
Every Unionist party has to articulate a more developed vision for Scotland – a legacy of the 
referendum and a high bar set by the SNP. The Unionist parties now have to engage with Smith and 
sell the results of ‘The Vow’. Each is now beginning to do this by applying their traditional party values 
and strengths. The SNP, meanwhile, continues to call for the rapid transfer of powers and additional 
powers to be devolved.



CONCLUSION
The outcome of the next General Election may well be decided in Scotland. For so long Scottish  
voting patterns in the General Election were a foregone conclusion. That is emphatically no longer the 
case. The SNP are on a massive popularity bubble. Can they sustain it? Can they sweep Labour MPs 
out of office, despite huge majorities? Can Jim Murphy really turn Scottish Labour around in such a 
short timeframe? And can the Scottish Conservatives and Lib Dems hold on to what they’ve got as the 
battle eschews?  

Meanwhile, one of the biggest devolution settlements in UK history will be making its way through 
Westminster and all of the Party’s will be looking to position themselves ahead of the 2016 Scottish 
Parliament elections. It’s going to be quite a year.
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