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ABSTRACT: This article examines the different reactions in North East England to the results of both the Scottish Independence Referendum in September 2014 and the General Election in May 2015. It outlines how the region’s relief at the ‘No’ vote quickly gave way to traditional fears - once the Smith Commission had reported - that a more powerful Scotland would undermine economic fortunes just south of the border. To  fear of a more powerful ‘neighbour’ was added a noticeable level of political hostility towards the SNP in particular, as the virtual wipe out of Labour MP’s in Scotland in May’s General Election has left many North East Labour politicians (in the party’s one remaining heartland) uncertain and anxious about their own political future. However, North East of England has also tried to harness the referendum outcome in more practical ways.  In the first instance, using it to strengthen its own case to Westminster for greater devolved powers and, secondly, to explore opportunities for a more collaborative, cross-border approach to economic development. The article concludes by contrasting the growing disjunction between the sympathetic and supportive views of North Easterners towards what's happening in Scotland, and the hostile views of many North East Labour politicians. Those advocating that the region should work with the Scots, and gain the support of more powerful SNP group in Westminster for greater  devolution in England, have a real challenge to overcome the hostile views of North East politicians towards both nationalism and nationalists.
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Introduction

Less than three weeks after the May 7th General Election, over 40,000 people signed a petition which asked the UK Government to allow the North of England to join Scotland in a break away from a London-dominated England. The ‘Take us with you Scotland’ campaign argued that the border of a ‘New’ Scotland should be drawn along a line that stretches from Chester in the west to Sheffield to the east (BBC, 2015). 
While many of those signing up had tongues firmly in cheeks, the prominence given to such debates in the national and local media, and the fact that some signatories do genuinely seem to be questioning their own sense of identity and national allegiance, is a clear indication of just how much has changed in the UK in the aftermath of both last September’s Independence Referendum and May’s General Election.  As far as the North East is concerned, one is struck by how often those wishing to join the ‘New’ Scotland picked up on the idea of a shared or common identity that is different from ‘down south’. One North East signatory felt that, ‘we are far more connected and cared about by Scotland than by London’, while a County Durham resident, noted that ‘we are far closer to Scotland politically and culturally, than we are to the South of England’ (Sunday Herald, 19/5/2015). 
One momentous year on from capturing the North East of England’s political temperature in the run-up to the Scottish Independence referendum (Shaw, 2014), this article aims to bring the story up to date by examining reactions in North East England to the referendum result-  and its immediate aftermath - and to the rise and rise of the Scottish National Party (SNP). 
At the outset, the article will capture how the initial relief in the North East after last September’s ‘No’ vote, quickly gave way to traditional fears of a more powerful Scotland once the Smith Commission brought forward its ‘devo-more’ recommendations in November 2014. Such fears were then coupled with considerable political hostility from North East Labour MP’s once the virtual wipe-out of their parliamentary colleagues in Scotland left the North East as Labour’s last remaining electoral heartland.  The article will also analyse how the North East of England was able to use the referendum outcome in a more practical way: strengthening its own case to Westminster for greater devolved powers. It will then report on initiatives arguing for a more collaborative, cross-border approach to economic development, before concluding that the hostile views of North East  politicians could undermine attempts to forge a new cross-border relationship and may even be out of step with a North East public more favourably disposed towards Scotland. 
A Region's Relief     
Given the level of anxiety and uncertainty in the run up to the referendum, the morning of September 19th 2014 witnessed a collective sigh of relief in North East England.  The Regional Chair of the Institute of Directors spoke for many business leaders when he noted that: 
‘Scotland has voted…. We no longer face the prospect of companies we trade with becoming international partners. Nor do we face the hassle of different tax regimes or two currency zones. Investment that was put on hold can be advanced with confidence after such a decisive vote’ (Graham Robb, The Journal, 19/9/2014). 
Local council leaders who were fearful that independence would shatter the close ties between Scotland and the North East also shared in the relief: ‘We welcome the outcome of the referendum in Scotland as we believe there are close links between Scotland and the north of England and we are stronger together’. (Councillor Simon Henig, Leader of Durham County Council: The Northern Echo, 20/9/2014). 
Such post-referendum ‘relief’ didn’t last long. Indeed, it may even have been tempered from the start by the realisation that, despite defeat, 45% of voters (1.6 million) had actually voted to leave the UK. This, when coupled with the extraordinary levels of civic engagement associated with the ‘Yes’ campaign and the trebling in SNP membership in the days after the result, ensured a growing sense of unease in the North East that the question of independence had not, despite David Cameron’s statement, ‘been settled for a generation’.  
What really returned the region to its default position - that a more powerful neighbour north of the border would seriously undermine the economic fortunes of the North East – were the recommendations of The Smith Commission (2014) and the subsequent UK Government Command Paper, Scotland in the UK: an enduring settlement (HM Government, 2015). For the North East Chamber of Commerce, there overarching concerns over the lack of any consultation with the region most likely to be affected by a more powerful Scotland, hostility over the continuation of any form of the ‘anachronistic’ Barnet Formula, and a rejection of ‘devolving duties which could impact upon consumer behaviour such as air passenger duty’ (NECC, 2014). Granting the Scottish Parliament powers to ‘switch off’ Air Passenger Duty (APD) remains a particular concern for both North East businesses and politicians. The Chief Executive of Newcastle Airport has recently estimated that 1,000 jobs could be at risk in the region and £400 million drained from the region’s economic output in the next ten years (The Northern Echo, 25/2/2015). 
Speaking just before the May election, the Prime Minister looked to reassure the North of England that the UK Government’s approach to Scottish devolution wouldn’t have a negative impact in areas such as air passenger duty:  
‘I want to set out a new principle - you could call it the Carlisle Principle - that we will make sure that there are no unforeseen detrimental consequences to the rest of the country from Scottish devolution, for either England, Wales or Northern Ireland.’ (Border ITV News, 20/4/2015). 
While David Cameron held out this offer of an annual review of the impact of all devolved policies on the rest of the country prior to May 7th, the need to confront Nicola Sturgeon’s demands for increased devolution (following the SNP’s historic general election performance) may mean that such a review, is – at best – delayed. 
The chair of the Federation of Small Businesses in the North East for one, was concerned about the implications for the region of what Alex Salmond called the ‘Scottish lions roar’ on May 7th: ‘There is a real danger for this region in the concessions they're going to get and we need to shout loudly to ensure they consider what the implications are south of the border’. (Ted Salmon quoted in The Northern Echo, 9/5/2015).
Fear and Loathing in the North East 

After a brief period of pre-referendum consensus, when all the main political parties in the region were supporting a ‘No’ Vote, political hostilities were fully restored by the 19th September. The announcement of the UK Government’s intention to introduce ‘English votes for English laws’ (EVEL), which will ensure that Scottish MPs cannot have the final say on laws affecting only England or Wales, reignited traditional Labour-Conservative rivalries in the North East. For one North East Conservative MP, Guy Opperman, the Coalition Government’s post-referendum EVEL proposal would ‘correct a major injustice’, while, for a number of Labour MPs, the proposal was just about ‘Tory votes for Tory laws’ which would strengthen the influence of the Conservative heartlands over Westminster, while doing nothing for the North-East (The Journal, 16/12/2014).  
However, such rivalries are small beer when compared to the animosity felt by many North East Labour MPs towards the SNP itself. In the run up to the General Election, Nick Brown MP (a former Labour ‘Minister for the North East’) left Newcastle Chronicle readers in no doubt where he stood on the SNP: ‘They don’t care about people here. I hate nationalism and nationalist politics’ (The Chronicle, 26/4/2015). 
Such barely concealed loathing of Scottish nationalism in the North East of England is nothing new. As far back as 1978, a ‘Geordie revolt’ saw MPs from the region effectively sinking the Scottish devolution referendum by imposing a high electoral threshold for those voting ‘Yes’ (McLean et al, 2013, p 186). This ‘narrative’ on the Scots has become so deeply rooted in north east politics and political culture over the last 30 years that alternative viewpoints have been few and far between.  
Such fear and loathing has clearly intensified over the last year. In the run-up to the Referendum, Alex Salmond’s overtures to Scotland’s closest ‘neighbours’ were rebuffed by North East politicians, while Nicola Sturgeon’s pre-election rallying call - that a more powerful SNP group at Westminster would back North East plans for greater investment in road and rail infrastructure – also fell on deaf ears ('Sturgeon Factor' should not fool North East voters into supporting the SNP: The Chronicle 26/4/2015)  
The mood undoubtedly darkened in the immediate aftermath of the May 7th General Election, when the SNP took 40 of Labour’s 41 seats north of the border en route to winning 56 out of 59 Scottish seats.  To make matters worse, there was also anger amongst Labour politicians in the region that the Conservatives were able to raise the spectre of the SNP pulling the strings in an Ed Miliband-led Labour Government which – despite Labour ruling this out – seemed to have been a potent message in convincing wavering electors to vote Conservative in other parts of England. This is hardly the ideal climate within which to enhance cross-border relations.  
A spur to devolution in North East England
The demand for greater devolution of powers within England was at the heart of many of the region’s immediate responses to the Referendum and to the Smith Commission’s recommendations. The clarion call from the North East’s business community, that the granting of extra powers north of the border should not be at the region’s expense (North East Chamber of Commerce, 2014) was echoed by many of the region’s local and national politicians. For Nick Forbes, leader of Newcastle Council, an incoming Government ‘must legislate as a matter of priority to give powers to local communities in England, via local authorities. Otherwise the sense of resentment in England is likely to grow.’ (The Chronicle, 28/4/2015).
In this context, a strong sense of uncertainty about the future still stalks the North East. On the one hand, the region is squeezed between a resurgent Scotland and a dynamic, ‘Boris-led’ London, and could well be excluded from ‘Devo Manc’ i.e. the Manchester-dominated Northern 'Powerhouse' (The Chronicle: 16/6/2015). 
There is also a lack of a genuine consensus as to how the region should respond to post-Scottish referendum calls for more sub-national devolution within England. The myriad of suggestions over the last year include: bringing back the ‘Minster for the North East’ (as suggested by Ed Miliband during the election campaign); calls for a pan-regional ‘Council of the North’ encompassing the North East, North West and Yorkshire (Hannah Mitchell Foundation, 2014); recreating the historic ‘Kingdom of Northumbria’ (Stark and Lancaster, 2014); and even having another vote on a directly elected regional assembly for the North East. The latter suggestion was quickly adopted by the newly created North East Party, who put forward 4 candidates in May’s General Election. While there was no evidence of immediate electoral interest in the party, their emphasis on ‘standing up for the North East’ does go to the heart of what many see as the region’s lack of a common voice (North East Party, 2015).         
At present, the main (centrally-sanctioned) approach to regional devolution in England is the Combined Authority model, which sees groups of local authorities coming together in a larger grouping led by a directly-elected mayor with devolved powers in such areas as economic development, transport and skills. In the North East, the seven councils in Tyne and Wear, Northumberland and Durham have had their application approved by Government and it is likely that the 5 councils in the Tees Valley area will soon follow suit. This clearly suggests that the traditional focus on the wider concept of the 'North East' has gone for good, and is unlikely to be resurrected by any of the main political parties. Perhaps the best that can be hoped for in the near future is that the North East is divided into two Combined Authorities each with their own directly-elected mayor and with some devolved powers. 
However, this seems to amount to no more than devolution as a technical ‘fix’ – a deal between national and local politicians in which different areas are allocated a variety of different responsibilities and funding regimes. Compared to the intensity and creativity of debates north of the border, the offer of such asymmetrical ‘devolution’ in England is unlikely to grab the imagination of North East voters, heighten their sense of identity or allow for the clear articulation of their common interests.           

‘Common-sense’ collaboration across the Border 

In last year’s contribution to this Journal, it was noted that the referendum campaign had produced a more hopeful view that the North East and Scotland could ‘seize the moment’ and consider new approaches to cross-border collaboration aimed at furthering economic growth (Shaw, 2014).  The pre-referendum momentum has been maintained over the last year and there are now a growing number of contacts and initiatives (both informal and formal) taking place.
On a more informal level, the Scottish Government’s Minister for Business, Fergus Ewing MSP, has met with both representatives of the North East Local Enterprise Partnership and with politicians from the Combined Authority to explore the potential for collaborative working to boost economic growth in areas such as Transport and Tourism. For the Chair of the LEP, ‘…this is about two key economic regions working together to improve the economic growth prospects for its people’. (Paul Woolston quoted in The Journal: 23/9/2014). 
One specific area under discussion is the opportunities for introducing high speed rail between Edinburgh and Newcastle. This is particularly important, as many in the region are concerned that the North East is unlikely to directly benefit from the UK Governments existing high speed rail proposals. Opportunities for dialogue between the North East and Scotland have also been strengthened by Glasgow joining the UK Core Cities Group, which now comprises England’s eight largest urban economies outside London – Newcastle, Birmingham, Bristol, Leeds, Liverpool, Manchester, Nottingham and Sheffield - along with Glasgow and Cardiff. 
On a more formal basis, there has been further development of the ‘Borderlands’ approach, (or ‘Devo Borders’) which favours closer collaboration between organisations adjacent to the Anglo-Scottish border (Shaw et al, 2013).

The ‘Borderlands Initiative’ led by the five  Local Authorities (Carlisle, Cumbria, Dumfries and Galloway, Scottish Borders and Northumberland) has moved beyond initial discussions in 2014 to developing an economic strategy focussing on promoting sector-based collaboration in areas of mutual benefit, such as energy and renewables, tourism, forestry and connectivity. Over and above collaboration to promote economic development, there is also the importance of strengthening a Borderlands 'voice', where the North of England could join with Scotland to ensure more effective lobbying and marketing. The Borderlands approach involves a practical emphasis on going to Governments in both Edinburgh and London with a clear ‘ask’ and then being able to demonstrate how this will add value to economic development across the Borderlands.      
Running in parallel has been the House of Commons Scottish Affairs Committee’s inquiry on ‘Our Borderlands, Our Future’ (House of Commons, 2015). While examining economic issues and challenges from the perspective of the Scottish side of the border, the report gave its support to the Borderland’s Initiative (above) and argued that greater political support and leadership could be achieved by setting up an inter-ministerial forum (comprising both Scottish and UK Governments) to work alongside the Borderlands Initiative. The committee’s report also raised the question of the benefits of a developing a separate Borderlands Development Agency, which for one MP in the Borderlands, should also include local council areas on the English side of the Border: 
‘Cross-border issues such as infrastructure, communications, and business support are issues which can only be properly addressed if the whole of the border area is involved in their conception and implementation’ (John Stevenson, MP for Carlisle, quoted in House of Commons  2015, p 34).
These approaches clearly see the Anglo-Scottish border more as a ‘bridge’ than as a ‘barrier’. The impetus behind these initiatives - finding common causes and collaborative opportunities - is likely to continue in the short-term, particularly if political support is offered from both sides of the Border. There are challenges ahead however. The initiatives need to move beyond the ‘talking shop’ stage and start to establish a strategic coherence and clarity. There are always dangers that the impetus is lost as priorities change within a rapidly developing devolution agenda. While in the North East, such initiatives always run the risk of being swallowed up in the essentially hostile narrative on a more powerful Scotland.
‘All changed, changed utterly’
As this article is being written (in early June 2015) it is still hard to come to terms with the full ramifications of, first, the size of the ‘Yes’ vote in last September’s Referendum and, then, the SNP land-slide in May’s General Election. 
One thing is clear however: a growing number of North Easterners have realised that developments North of the Border are not simply a few little local difficulties which could be easily dealt with once a ‘No’ vote had been delivered last September. Indeed, the referendum and general election outcomes north of the border have pitched Scotland’s ‘closest cousins’ into a fundamental reappraisal of their own identity, collective aspirations and even made them doubt the future existence of the ‘North East’ as a coherent administrative, economic and political construct.
It is this awareness that things have changed – and that the region is caught up in this process, whether it likes it or not - that partly explains the enthusiasm to be citizens of a ‘New’ Scotland, the creation of the North East Party, a commitment to set up an elected regional parliament for the North East or to create a new vision for the Borderlands. These more radical notions clearly operate on a different level than the more mundane bureaucratic ‘fix’ associated with the Combined Authority model and may eventually prove to be more in keeping with the spirit of the times.     
There does also seem to be a growing disjunction between the increasingly sympathetic and supportive views of North Easterners towards what's happening in Scotland, and the hostile views of many North East Labour politicians. There is an emerging ‘counter-narrative’ that we should work with the Scots as we have much in common and a realisation that a more powerful SNP group in Westminster could aid the North East by pushing the issue of English devolution further up the political agenda of the new UK Government. However, there is still a danger that the North East may miss a real opportunity to develop a new relationship with Scotland because of the level of political resentment towards the SNP. In a region where political hostility to nationalism and nationalists is strong, would a reappraisal of links with the SNP be a bridge too far for many North East Labour politicians already uncertain and anxious about their own party’s political future? 
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