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REPORT OF THE SEMINAR ON BORDERS 

On Wednesday June 25 the ESRC Scottish Centre on Constitutional Change organised a seminar that 

addressed the topic of the effect of the border in an independent or more devolved Scotland. Please 

find below a summary of the main points raised during the seminar: 

Dr Dennis Novy (University of Warwick and CEPR) - "Estimating Border Effects: The Impact of 

Geographic Aggregation" 

Dennis Novy discussed the methodology of estimating border effects in the academic economics 

literature. Based on international trade data, the key question that this literature attempts to answer is: 

how much do international borders impede international trade (compared to domestic trade 

within national boundaries)? This question is important in the context of the potential future 

independence of Scotland, but it is surprisingly hard to answer.  

 

The international and domestic border effects are sensitive to the economic size of individual regions. 

Considering a unique data set of exports from individual U.S. states to foreign countries and 

combining it with trade flows between U.S. states, it is found that the larger the U.S. state, the smaller 

its associated border effects (both international and domestic). More generally, the results also cast 

doubt on variable estimates such as currency union effects and free trade agreements effects. Such 

estimates are highly sensitive to the size distribution of regions in the sample, and that therefore the 

‘true’ economic effect of a currency union/free trade agreement is contaminated by this size effect. 

 

The current literature takes a "one-size-fits-all" approach towards border effects. That is, for most part 

it implicitly assumes that border barriers are the same across countries. However, these results 

highlight the heterogeneity of border barriers. Treating countries' border barriers as homogeneous thus 

comes down to comparing apples and oranges without realising the flawed nature of this comparison. 

 

It is problematic to pluck border barrier estimates from the literature and apply them to 

individual scenarios such as a potentially independent Scotland. Rather these estimates should 

first be adjusted for the particular circumstances of the country/countries in question.  

 

Summary estimates in research and policy reports should be regarded with a large degree of caution. 

Moreover, even if the point estimates are correct, the uncertainty surrounding them might be 

substantial. Prudent policy makers would be well advised to take the uncertainty into account and 

resist from making claims that ignore the uncertainty. 

Professor Liam O’Dowd (Queen’s University of Belfast) – “Origins of the Irish Border” 

Liam O’Dowd discussed the historical origins of the Irish border and drew out possible implications 

for the reconfiguring of the contemporary Scottish border.  

Independence for Scotland has potentially more far-reaching effects on Scottish citizens than 

Home Rule would have had for the citizens of Ireland in 1914.  This is because of the secular 

growth in the infrastructural power of states in the intervening period. 

A yes-vote is likely to lead to a ‘separate’ Scottish state whereas a democratic majority was unable to 

deliver this outcome for Ireland in 1920-21. Democratic failure in Ireland resulted from the 

intractability of ‘settler-native’ divisions in an imperial state, which has no parallel in Scotland. 
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Since 1914, the UK has become more of a national state while its imperial dimension has diminished.  

This facilitates a democratic resolution to the Scottish question. 

A Scottish state (as in the Irish Republic) will have a major impact on mobilizable resources, degrees 

of local power, access to public expenditure and access to geo-political influence. 

Nevertheless, it may be that the referendum result will be much less important than ‘behind the 

scenes’ political and economic manipulations in determining what an independent or devolved 

Scotland might mean in practice.  The lesson of creating state borders internationally is that they are 

seldom, if ever, merely a matter for democratic majorities.  This may be true, even in a country like 

Scotland where the location of the border has been settled for centuries. What will not be easily 

settled is the form that independence and devolution will take. The historical Irish case 

demonstrates that even where a new border had to be drawn Ireland remained firmly 

integrated in the economy of the UK and into its sphere of influence for at least 50 years after 

Partition.  

Dr Cathal McCall (Queen’s University of Belfast) – “Borders: The Contemporary Irish Experience” 

Structurally, the 1998 Good Friday Agreement (GFA) provided institutions for North/South and 

cross-border cooperation on the island of Ireland, namely, The North/South Ministerial Council 

and its Implementation Bodies.  Agency, in the form of Irish nationalist/republican ‘political clout’, 

was the fundamental dynamic that drove Irish border reconfiguration. 

 

The GFA signalled the gradual and reluctant acceptance of the unionist/loyalist political parties to 

share power with nationalist/republican parties in Northern Ireland and to participate in the 

North/South Ministerial Council. The British-Irish Council potentially provided a vehicle for co-

operation on the East-West axis and to strengthen the economic, political and cultural ties between 

Northern Ireland and the rest of the UK. However, the initial absence of a secretariat and East-West 

Implementation Bodies, as well as the failure to have the fate of the BIC tied to that of the NI 

Assembly has rendered it a relatively weak discussion forum. 

A British-Irish Intergovernmental Conference (BIIC) was also established for the British and Irish 

governments to co-operate on non-devolved matters relating to Northern Ireland. An intensification of 

co-operation through the BIIC was envisaged by the GFA. A ‘yes’ vote in the 2014 Scottish 

Independence Referendum would result in the arrival of a new state actor that potentially 

complicates BIIC intergovernmental relations. However, for legal and political reasons, it is 

unlikely that an ‘Independent Scotland’ would become involved.  

 

Beneath the institutional strata of GFA governance, but connected to it via the Special EU 

Programmes Body (SEUPB), lies a wealth of cross-border cooperation that flourished over the course 

of the past two decades. Much of it has been supported by EU funding programmes, particularly the 

Interreg programmes (from 1989) and the Peace Programmes (from 1995).  

The Interreg IVA (2007-13) programme introduced Scotland to the cross-border equation with 

this Ireland/Northern Ireland/Scotland programme worth €256m. The programme has funded 

multiple projects across a range of themes including Enterprise, Tourism, Collaboration (exchange of 

information, expertise and ‘best practice’) and Infrastructure (Energy and Telecommunications). 

However, projects with Scottish involvement claimed only €30m in the first 2 years of operation 

which is perhaps indicative of a lack of familiarity with cross-border cooperation in Scotland. 
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Two factors militate against the development of a ‘living’ transnational institutional framework for 

North/South and East/West cross-border cooperation. Firstly, funding for cross-border cooperation 

was compromised by 2004 EU enlargement and the consequent re-direction of EU funding to the 

poorer Central East European states. A British/Irish intergovernmental response to the funding gap 

has not materialised. Secondly, unionist leaders have been tempted to view structural regression as an 

opportunity to re-create border as a political divide and, in doing so, wrest back power perceived lost 

to their nationalist competitors on Good Friday, 1998. 

Professor Keith Shaw (University of Northumbria) – “The Impact of the Border in the Event of an 

Independent or more Devolved Scotland” 

Keith Shaw highlighted some issues emerging from a commissioned research project that he 

undertook in 2013: Borderlands: Can the North East and Cumbria benefit from greater Scottish 

autonomy.  

The report captured the Anxiety of politicians and the business community in relation to the 

economic implications of a resurgent Scotland. Areas of concern included:  

1. A reduction in the rate of Corporation Tax;  

2. Reduction/abolition of Air Passenger Duty; and  

3. Fears over the potential problems for cross-border businesses of an independent Scotland not 

being permitted to join a currency union with the rest of the UK.  

 

However, the research also captured a strong element of Hope that Scotland’s ‘next door 

neighbours’, ‘close cousins’ or ‘friends in the north’ could benefit from a more powerful 

Scotland. The emergence of this perspective reflects:  

1. The need to consider the impact of a more powerful Scotland after 2014  

2. The abolition of English regional institutions after 2010, and 

3. The search for creative ways of managing in the age of austerity.  

 

The report captured creative thinking on cross-border collaboration and new approaches to place-

based economic development. There was recognition that since ‘functional’ economic areas do not 

stop neatly at the border there are areas of economic development that can benefit from a more 

coordinated approach. This is exemplified by one of the recommendations of the report, that the five 

local authorities on either side of the border (Northumberland, Cumbria, Carlisle, Dumfries and 

Galloway and Scottish Borders) develop a ‘Borderlands’ Initiative that provides opportunities for 

collaborative cross-border approaches to economic development.  

The areas share a number of common economic and social challenges and (also possess a number of 

assets) that would benefit from common-sense collaboration in areas such as transport infrastructure, 

tourism, connectivity, forestry, food and drink, business development and skills. There is also a clear 

sense of being on the periphery, of lacking a strong collective voice.  

The Borderlands Proposal has been strongly supported by the Scottish Government. It has also 

been accepted and taken forward by all 5 local councils, including a meeting at Peebles in the Borders 

in April 2014. A follow up is already planned for October. By then, three areas of planning work will 

be developed: 
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1. A detailed profile of the strengths and assets of each of the Borderlands areas, and especially 

flows of people and links in key sectors and supply chain flows across the border.  

2. An action plan will be prepared based on the ideas arising from the workshops. The themes of 

the action plan would be Connectivity, Economic Development, Employment and Training  

3. Consideration which primary strategic partners should become involved in the Initiative and 

the nature of this involvement. e.g. Business and Local Economic Partnerships on the English 

side of the border 

   

General reflections on Borderlands: 

- Border Change: is Borderlands likely to be a short lived, small scale development or are we 

talking about Border change – a new, revived or spatially rescaled border heralding the 

emergence of a cross-border region, sanctioned by national government and developed by 

regional/local actors.       

 

- Recognise that Borders are complex – they can be both bridges and barriers, sites of co-

operation and competition, and enabling and constraining (and also vary over time). 

 

- The challenge of this approach is to find the appropriate governance arrangements to 

facilitate this kind of development and better reflect the real geographies of the Borderlands 

area. Are we talking about an informal or ‘soft governance’ for ‘soft places’, the governance 

of ‘fuzzy boundaries’ or more formal arrangements in which horizontal cross-border linkages 

are also connected to vertical linkages between different administrative levels.    

 
Professor Jouni Häkli (University of Tampere, Finland) – “Nordic Experiences of Living with State 

Boundaries” 

Jouni Häkli discussed four main points of comparison between the Nordic experience of interstate 

boundaries and the conditions at the Scottish-English borderland. 

1. The history of Nordic borders 

It is not possible to provide one historical narrative of Nordic borders because of the variable 

situations and contexts under which they have developed. For example, the boundary between 

Norway and Sweden has been both an international boundary and a boundary between two union 

partners (the United Kingdoms of Sweden and Norway 1814-1905). This borderland context could be 

contrasted with the history of the Finnish-Russian boundary, which has been at times rather 

belligerent. However, if one should pick one trend that characterizes the development of Nordic 

borders (especially after the IIWW), it would be a steady progress towards 'softening' borders. 

2. Nordic borders are peaceful, stable and collaborative 

Since the 1950s there have been numerous initiatives and projects of cross-border cooperation (CBC) 

between Nordic countries at local, regional, and transnational levels. The main goal has been to 

alleviate border effects by overcoming the function of borders as barriers. A transnational level of 

cooperation was institutionalized early on, with the Nordic Passport Union (since the mid-1950s) as 

an important example. In a way comparable to the UK Common Travel Area, the Nordic Passport 

Union has provided the citizens of the Nordic countries free movement and residence across the 

Nordic borders. 'Nordicness' has set the tone of many of these border-crossing activities. Much of this 

can be related to linguistic, religious and cultural similarities and close historical ties, as well as the 
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Nordic welfare state model as a mutually recognized benchmark for societal development. On top of 

this, the EU has actively supported and funded CBC also in the Nordic countries since the 1990s. 

3. A Nordic success story of cross-border cooperation (CBC) 

The Nordic CBC has been able to create a very lively and multi-scalar field of political, 

administrative, economic, and cultural interaction across national borders, seeking to preserve 

and develop a common space of living. This cooperation involves various forms and partnerships 

between authorities, institutions and civil society actors across the Nordic borders. As a result of these 

indigenous activities, complemented by significant European developments (the EU mobility and 

cohesion policies, the Schengen agreement) the Nordic borders are very soft. Yet, this does not mean 

that CBC would always run smoothly. 

4. Challenges of CBC in the North 

The challenges that Nordic cross-border cooperation has had to deal with can be divided into (1) ‘soft 

factors’ (cultural, social and mental obstacles), and (2) ‘hard factors’ (political, regulative, juridical, 

physical). The ‘soft factors’ are related to ways in which the Nordic nation-states have created 

national coherence by socializing their populations into national citizenship and identity. This can 

lead to attitudinal and behavioural barriers that make intercultural communication difficult. In 

addition to this, there are ‘hard factors’ that may hinder cross-border cooperation. Most Nordic border 

regions are relatively peripheral, not economically advanced and sparsely populated. These contextual 

factors are not favourable to regional development. Finally, fundamental problems of managing cross-

border cooperation result from different legal, political, and administrative regulations, structures and 

traditions in the different countries involved. 

Dr Claire Colomb (University College London) - “A European perspective on cross-border 

cooperation: lessons & challenges from EU-funded territorial cooperation programmes” 

 

In the European Union, forms of ‘trans-boundary cooperation’ between sub-central authorities from 

different states have steadily increased over the past 20 years, supported by specific EU-funded 

programmes under the label of ‘European territorial cooperation’.  

 

In the 2014-2020 programming period, the EU is funding three strands of cooperation programmes 

with the broader framework of EU Cohesion (or Regional) Policy: cross-border cooperation 

(INTERREG A), covering 53 areas alongside the EU internal and external borders; transnational 

cooperation in the shape of 13 programmes (INTERREG B) covering large groupings of European 

regions; and inter-regional cooperation programmes (INTERREG C, URBACT II, ESPON, 

INTERACT) supporting networking and the transfer of good practice between regional actors. 

Independently from these EU-funded programmes, there exist many other forms of trans-boundary 

cooperation between sub-central actors in the EU, e.g. inter-city networks, Euroregions, Eurodistricts 

or emerging ‘macro-regions’. This has produced a complex mosaic of different scales and forms of 

trans-boundary cooperation, which involve various types of actors and cover a wide range of policy 

fields. 

 

Such forms of cooperation represent the explicit will to overcome, at the local or regional level, the 

practical consequences of the continuous existence of borders as markers of different legal and 

administrative systems of health provision, education, labour market regulations, transport, spatial 

planning etc... From the perspective of local and regional actors, engaging in trans-boundary 

cooperation offers access to EU funding, to knowledge, policy ideas and experiences from other parts 

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/cooperate/cooperation/index_en.cfm
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of Europe, as well as the possibility to solve specific cross-border issues through a rescaling of policy 

responses at the appropriate level. 

Scottish and Northern English actors can already use the opportunities for cooperation within existing 

EU-funded European territorial cooperation programmes in partnership with other European actors. If 

Scotland becomes independent, a new cross-border cooperation area would have to be created 

as part of the INTERREG A programme, just like in every single border area within the EU. 
English and Scottish actors would then be able to tap into EU funding to support new and reinforced 

forms of cooperation. The lessons, successes and failures from the existing cross-border programmes 

between the Republic of Ireland and the UK, between France and England and between Scotland and 

Nordic countries (Böhme et al., 2003) should be carefully reviewed.  

 

In addition, new instruments such as European Groupings of Territorial Cooperation (EGTC) - a new 

European legal instrument which enables regional and local authorities and other public bodies from 

different member states to set up a legal body with a long-term existence – should facilitate the 

development of stable, institutionalized forms of trans-boundary cooperation. However, the 

asymmetry of competences between sub-central governmental levels across the two sides of a border 

can hinder that process. This issue is particularly relevant across the Anglo-Scottish border. 

Successful forms of trans-boundary cooperation additionally depend on the capacity of actors within a 

border region to mobilize around such an objective, something which has remained a challenge, for 

example, in the North-East of England.  

 

If Scotland remains part of the UK, the need for cross-border cooperation remains. There is a 

pressing need for a strategic reflection on the key issues around which Scottish and Northern English 

local authorities and regional actors would need to cooperate more (Shaw et al., 2013) for the benefit 

of the population of regional territories which have long been perceived as peripheral in their 

respective nations. Cross-border projects involving ‘peripheral’ territories can and should be 

mobilized as economic and political strategies to counteract dominant national narratives from the 

‘centre(s)’. 

 

 


