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Scotland’s Union Dividend: an update 

As part of the UK, Scotland enjoys a ‘Union Dividend’ of greater resources being made available to 

government in Scotland than the rest of the UK. The latest figures show that the Union Dividend was  

worth £7.9 billion last year – roughly equivalent to Scotland’s entire budget for education and 

training. The Union Dividend was used to keep both capital investment and spending on public 
services higher than in the rest of the UK, and also to keep taxes down. 

The “GERS” update 

Government Expenditure and Revenue Scotland – “GERS” – is an official set of data produced to 
compare government spending and revenue in Scotland to the UK as a whole.  

Over the years spending has consistently been higher in Scotland than the rest of the UK, while 

revenues derived from Scotland have fluctuated, in part according to the fortunes of the North Sea 

Oil industry. GERS is designed to provide a reliable measure of these differences so that debate on 
Scotland’s finances can take place in a relatively informed manner.  

Until now the GERS data has been produced once a year in March, but it has been decided to move 

publication to August. Scotland in Union uses GERS to calculate the ‘Union Dividend’, the extent to 
which Scotland benefits financially from its membership of the UK1. 

The Union Dividend 

One of the many benefits of being part of the UK is that the resources available to government in 

Scotland are greater than they would otherwise be. This is not some sort of ‘hand-out’ from our 

friends in the rest of the UK. Instead it is a dividend from Scotland’s long contribution to the success 
of the United Kingdom and all that we have achieved together. 

The Union Dividend comes from the pooled strength of the UK which means that over the years 

each part of the UK has supported the other to the mutual benefit of all. Levels of government 

spending in the different parts of the UK are derived from the ‘Barnett Formula’ which  automatically 

adjusts spending in Scotland according to changes made at the UK level.  

In March 2016 Scotland in Union asked an expert economics consultancy, Europe Economics, to 

calculate what the value of this Union Dividend was. They used the GERS figures to show that the 

main element of this is the extent to which public spending is higher in Scotland than the rest of the 

UK.  

In addition to this, the devolved Scottish Government has used some of its resources to keep some 

of the taxes it controls lower than in the rest of the UK. So the Union Dividend also includes the 
extent to which some taxes are lower here than in the rest of the UK2. 

                                                                 
1 The calculation is distinct from the comparison of Scotland’s fiscal deficit with the UK average that was the 
main focus of comment on the day of GERS publication itself. 
2 The methodology of these calculations is set out in the original Analysis of Public Spending and Local Taxation 

in Scotland compared to the rest of the UK, Europe Economics March 2016. The taxes included were Council 
Tax and Non Domestic rates, which have become significantly lower relative to the rest of the UK since their 
devolution. In addition, in 2015/16 the Scottish Government introduced a new Land and Buildings Transaction 
Tax to replace Stamp Duty. Unlike other recently devolved taxes (eg the Aggregates Levy) it has yielded a 

significantly lower amount of revenue than its equivalent last year, representing in effect a tax cut, so the 
extent to which it has fallen is included here. 
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Using the same methodology, and applying it to the latest GERS figures releases on 24 th August 2016, 

Scotland’s Union Dividend now stands at £7.9bn, or some £1,500 per inhabitant of Scotland. The 

figures relate to the period 2015/16. The dividend has increased by about £570m, or £100 per head, 
from last year3. 

How the Union Dividend is used by the Scottish Government 

The Union Dividend is of immense value to Scots. To put it in context, it is worth about the same as 

the entire education and training budget in Scotland. In other words, one way of looking at it is that 

all of our schools, teachers, universities and student places are paid for from our membership of the 
United Kingdom.  

This is a hugely positive story, and one of the most fascinating aspects of public debate in Scotland is 

how exactly the Union Dividend is used and how could it be used in the future.  In essence the Union 

Dividend can either be invested, spent on additional public services, or used to cut taxes.  

Successive administrations in Scotland – both before and after devolution – have used the Union 

Dividend in different ways. At the moment, as well as keeping local taxes below levels elsewhere in 

the UK, the Scottish Government uses the Union Dividend to invest more than in the rest of the UK 
on capital projects and also to spend more on services such as education and healthcare. 

In summary: 

 Public spending overall is 12% higher than in the rest of the UK 

 Capital spending is 10% higher 

 Current spending is 12% higher 

 Spending on education is 17% higher 

 Spending on healthcare is 7% higher 

 Local taxes are 15% lower 

Scotland in Union believes strongly that public debate in Scotland should focus on important, 

positive issues such as how to use the Union Dividend, rather than going back to a sterile debate on 
whether or not we should put it at risk by threatening to leave the United Kingdom. 

                                                                 
3 Each time the GERS data set is produced, revisions are carried out to previous years’ figur es. In some cases 

quite small numerical revisions can lead to seemingly large changes in the difference between Scottish 
outcomes and those in the rest of the UK, so these figures are not directly comparable on a year on year basis 
to the analysis conducted in March, which showed a Union Dividend of £8.8bn. 


