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As this is the first UK General Election to take place since devolution to Scotland, 
Wales and Northern Ireland, the Constitution Unit has decided to assess the “devo-
lution literacy” of the UK’s major political parties.  By devolution literacy, we mean 
the extent to which the parties show an understanding of the practical effects of 
devolution on policy.  Do they acknowledge that it is no longer for Westminster to 
direct what happens in Scotland or Northern Ireland (or to a lesser extent Wales) in 
the areas in which functions are devolved?  Do they accept that, where policy is 
devolved, it should not be an issue in a UK General Election?  Or do they seek to 
fudge that question, make a commitment for which the UK Government will have 
little if any responsibility, or claim credit for achievements of a devolved adminis-
tration which is not involved in this election?   
 
This is not a point-scoring exercise (though we have used scoring to highlight the 
main points).  A General Election is one of the few occasions when the whole of the 
UK electorate is exposed to politics in a sustained way for a month or more, and then 
is asked to respond.  As well as being a time when politicians seek an electoral man-
date, it is a time when political education can take place.  The complexities of the 
devolution arrangements mean that comparatively few people (at least in England) 
understand even the broad outlines of what has happened.  How politicians choose 
to present their messages in their election manifestos, and whether they seek to 
clarify the effect devolution has had on the UK’s political system or obscure it, are 
matters with a wider importance beyond the election campaign.   
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Methods and approach 
 
To carry out the analysis we have looked at the manifesto commitments in seven 
areas where policy has been devolved and asked the following questions:  
 
1. Does the party make commitments at a UK or Great Britain level for that area of 

policy?  
2. In making commitments, does the party recognise that policy is devolved, 

expressly or impliedly, in the manifesto?   
3. Does the party seek to take credit for the actions of a devolved administration in 

that policy area?   
 
Many areas of policy are, of course, not devolved at all.  This applies to a range of 
matters including:  
 
• Foreign affairs, including the EU and defence and intelligence  
• Economic policy, including the tax system, currency, interest rates, financial 

services and pensions  
• Social security, welfare benefits, employment law and the minimum wage  
• Most transport matters – railways, aviation and aspects of highways  
• Crime and criminal justice, within England, Wales and Northern Ireland  
• Broadcasting  
• Nationality, immigration and asylum, race relations, and discrimination on 

grounds of race, sex or disability  
• Regulation of many professions, including the health professions and architects  
 
We have therefore not looked at commitments made in these areas, or whether the 
commitments made by a party across its various manifestos issued by a party are 
consistent.  That is for others to do.  
 

With one exception, the areas have been chosen on the basis that they are the res-
ponsibility of the devolved administration in all 3 territories.  That means that some 
areas devolved to one or two administrations are not covered.  While this is regret-
table and means that the analysis cannot be complete, it does allow for greater 
consistency of approach.  The policy areas covered are:-  
 
• Health  
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• Local government and housing  
• Education  
• Agriculture, fisheries and rural affairs  
• Culture (museums & galleries, tourism, sport & recreation)  
• Environmental matters (including town & country planning, highways and water 

& flood defence)  
• Economic development and industry  
• Crime and criminal justice (devolved to Scotland only, not to Wales).   
 
 
In these areas, what is at stake in England is quite different to what is at stake in 
Scotland or Wales.  In England, both policy and implementation are at issue.  In 
Wales, devolution means that the broad outlines of policy (as set out in primary 
legislation) is at issue, but not the details of its form in Wales or its implementation 
there.  In Scotland, neither are at issue as devolved matters are the responsibility of 
the Scottish institutions.   
 
We have deliberately not extended the analysis to Northern Ireland, partly because 
of pressures of time and partly because the issues in Northern Ireland are very 
different.  Including them would greatly add to the bulk of this paper.   
 
The manifestos considered are those of the main British parties.  Where a party has 
produced more than one manifesto, we have considered not just the British 
manifesto but also those for the devolved territories.  In the case of Labour, the 
Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats,  all have produced three manifestos – for 
Britain, Wales and Scotland1.  We have also considered the manifestos of the Scottish 
National Party2 and Plaid Cymru – the Party of Wales3.   
 

                                                 
1 The Labour manifestos are Ambitions for Britain (the British manifesto); Ambitions for Scotland 
(the Scottish manifesto) and Ambitions for Wales (the Welsh manifesto).  The Conservative 
Party’s are time for common sense (Britain), time for common sense in Scotland (Scotland) and time 
for common sense in Wales (Wales).  The Liberal Democrats have issued For a liberal and 
democratic Britain: Freedom Justice Honesty (the British manifesto) For a liberal and democratic 
Scotland: Freedom Justice Honesty (the Scottish manifesto) and A real chance for real change: 
Freedom Justice Honesty: the Liberal Democrat programme for Wales and the UK (the Welsh 
manifesto).  The Scottish manifesto is accompanied by a supplement setting out the party’s 
achievements in office in the Scottish Executive.  
2 We stand for Scotland manifesto/01.  The detailed commitments are set out in the “Heart of 
the Manifesto” section.   
3 Plaid Cymru – The Party of Wales Manifesto 2001. 
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One way a party can make proposals for a matter which devolved without being 
“devolution-illiterate” is to commit the UK Government to give the devolved 
administrations money to spend on it.  As finance remains the responsibility of the 
UK Government this is an appropriate way of making a commitment without inter-
fering excessively in a devolved administration’s activities.  Nonetheless, such 
commitments have to be treated with a considerable degree of caution, as the 
devolved administrations have complete discretion in spending their block grant in 
from the UK Government.  The UK policy behind the increases in funding is not 
something which binds them.   
 
To illustrate the differences between the parties, we have given each party a score, 
both for the individual policy areas and overall.  The scores are not scientific but are 
intended to highlight major differences between them.  This is given  as a “DL” 
(devolution literacy) rating.  Parties are given credit for only making policy commit-
ments in areas for which Westminster remains responsible (i.e. issues actually at 
stake in this election), and for stating clearly which level or order of government is 
responsible for what.  They lose credit for failing to state which level of government 
is responsible, for making commitments in this election for matters which are now 
devolved, and (to a lesser degree) for taking credit for achievements of the devolved 
governments.   
 
It is necessary at the outset to note that the Liberal Democrats include a number of 
disclaimers on page 2 of their British manifesto, noting that the document contains 
Federal party policy except in areas where Scottish or Welsh policy applies, where a 
separate manifesto applies, and acknowledging that although spending figures are 
given on a UK-wide basis different levels of spending may apply in Scotland, Wales 
and Northern Ireland.  This goes a long way toward “devolution-proofing” the 
Liberal Democrats’ manifesto promises.   
 
 
 
Health 
 
Labour: the British manifesto’s health pledges (in the “World class public services” 
section) are made subject to a footnote limiting them to England only, with separate 
proposals sets out in the Scottish and Welsh manifestos.  Nonetheless those mani-
festos make commitments about the policy to be pursued in Scotland and Wales, 
including matters such as treatment for serious conditions such as cancer and heart 
disease, primary health care trusts, hospital developments, health improvement and 
local organisation of the health service – all devolved in Scotland, and many in 
Wales.  The Scottish manifesto omits much of the programme for reforming the NHS 
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that appears in the British and Welsh versions.  Labour also take credit for improve-
ments achieved (since 1999) by the Scottish Executive and National Assembly.   
 
DL rating:   5/10 
 
 
Conservatives: the British manifesto makes unqualified pledges about the National 
Health Service, apparently to apply throughout the UK.  Similar pledges are also 
made in the Scottish and Welsh manifestos, and the Scottish one even makes 
commitments about what the Scottish Health Minister should do – although this is a 
matter for the devolved Scottish institutions and has nothing whatever to do with a 
UK election. 
 
DL rating:  3/10 
 
 
Liberal Democrats: the British manifesto makes UK-wide pledges, but is covered by 
the general disclaimer about devolution matters. The Scottish manifesto makes no 
commitments about health – rightly so, as that is not at issue in the election.  The 
Scottish “manifesto supplement” (which is mainly concerned with achievements of 
the Liberal Democrats in the Scottish Executive) makes commitments about health, 
but puts this in terms of securing resources, and acknowledges that implementing 
the promises is a matter for the Scottish Executive. The Welsh manifesto takes credit 
for actions of the National Assembly in developing health services in Wales and 
makes commitments about steps to be taken in or for Wales.  These largely relate to 
expanding the powers of the Senedd (the name the Lib Dems would give a re-
established National Assembly) to deal with health matters or increasing the funding 
available to it for health.   
 
DL rating:  8/10 
 
 
Scottish National Party: the SNP make a large number of commitments about health in 
Scotland and the steps they would take, including overall health spending, health 
improvement and hospital organisation.  They state that these are areas where they 
wish to go further than initiatives presently underway, without noting which gov-
ernment is taking those initiatives.  Many of these initiatives are in areas that are the 
responsibility of the Scottish Executive, and so are nothing to do with the present 
election.   
 
DL rating:  4/10  
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Plaid Cymru: PC make a number of commitments about health, but these relate 
mainly to matters that require primary legislation or funding from central gov-
ernment (such as increasing the number and pay of NHS staff and funding for 
treating cancer and heart disease).  However, the commitments lack detail and clarity 
and no distinction is drawn between matters that are for Westminster and those 
which are the National Assembly’s responsibility.   
 
DL rating:  6/10  
 
 
Local Government and Housing  
 
Labour: the British manifesto’s commitments regarding local government are made 
without limitation.  They include promoting Best Value and partnership working in 
service delivery, the creation of a £400 million “reward fund” for local authorities, 
the prospect of “flexibility” for high-performing authorities and elected mayors.  The 
Scottish manifesto makes a set of separate pledges, some similar (partnership 
working, Best Value), some not (no mention of elected mayors or Provosts, a 3 year 
financial settlement) although these are all matters for the Scottish Parliament and 
Executive or achievements of them.  The Welsh manifesto also makes commitments 
similar to the British ones, with some variations (no reward fund, less “flexibility”) 
although many of these are matters for the Assembly, and claims credits for actions 
of the National Assembly (“policy agreements” with councils).   
 
Regarding housing, the British manifesto again makes undifferentiated commitments 
on matters like the seller’s pack, leasehold and commonhold reform, and supporting 
transfers from local authorities to other social landlords.  The Scottish manifesto 
notes that these are devolved functions but nonetheless makes commitments about 
what Holyrood should do regarding public sector housing.  The Welsh manifesto 
makes commitments not just about issues involving law reform (not devolved) but 
also about local authority stock transfer, which is a matter for the National Assembly.  
 
DL rating:  5/10 
 
 
Conservatives: for local government, the British manifesto makes undifferentiated 
commitments, regarding matters such as Whitehall control of local authorities, the 
creation of “Free Councils” and raising finance.  The pledges made in the Scottish 
and Welsh manifestos are somewhat different, in the Scottish case noting the 
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existence of Scottish Parliament elections but not that the matters involved are now 
devolved.  The Welsh proposals acknowledge the role of the National Assembly 
although it is clear that the Tories intend to control the Assembly’s actions in this 
area.   
 
For housing, once again the British manifesto pledges are undifferentiated and relate 
to regeneration matters, ownership and right-to-buy for Council tenants and other 
aspects of Council housing.  Similar pledges are made in the Scottish manifesto, 
although the matter is wholly devolved in Scotland.  The Welsh pledges are the same 
as in the British manifesto and show no awareness of the National Assembly’s role.  
 
DL rating:  4/10  
 
 
Liberal Democrats: the British manifesto is again limited in scope by the general-
purpose disclaimer for both policy areas.  The Scottish manifesto makes no commit-
ments in either area, other than noting a commitment for using proportional 
representation in local as well as national and European elections.  They also do not 
deal with the issue in the manifesto supplement.  As the areas are devolved, this is 
quite proper.   
 
In both cases, the Welsh manifesto claims credit for achievements of the National 
Assembly and notes the areas where they would use power at Westminster to 
increase the Senedd’s functions.   
 
DL rating:  8/10  
 
 
Scottish National Party: the SNP make a number of commitments in both areas, 
although both are fully devolved to the Scottish institutions.  They even note that the 
Scottish Parliament has responsibilities within the existing framework.   
 
DL rating: 3/10  
 
 
Plaid Cymru: PC’s commitments about local government are rather general, but relate 
to the legal framework within which they operate, and particularly the way the Local 
Government Act 2000 reserves powers to the Secretary of State for the Environment, 
Transport and the Regions rather than the National Assembly.   These are not 
devolved matters – indeed, that is PC’s point.  They also make commitments about 
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housing, mainly relating to the rules for the payment of housing benefit (which is not 
devolved).   
 
DL rating:  8/10  
 
 
 
Education  
 
Labour: again, the pledges in the British manifesto are covered by the footnote 
limiting them to England only.  In the Scottish manifesto some of the pledges relate 
to funding, but others cover areas which are devolved to the Scottish institutions or 
which claim credit for actions of the Scottish Executive.  These extend to higher 
education (also a devolved matter).  The Welsh manifesto similarly refers to matters 
devolved to the National Assembly and takes credit for the National Assembly’s 
achievements.  
 
DL rating:  6/10  
 
 
Conservatives: the British manifesto makes unqualified, apparently UK-wide, 
commitments about education, about matters such as removing schools from local 
education authority control, dealing with disruptive pupils and enabling parents to 
call for an inspection of their children’s school.  The Scottish manifesto makes 
significantly different commitments (local education boards rather than “Free 
schools”), but about matters devolved to the Scottish Parliament and Executive.  
These include higher education.  The Welsh manifesto makes similar commitments 
to the British manifesto about devolved matters, some qualified by saying “in 
consultation with the National Assembly” (school inspections and exclusion of 
disruptive pupils), but the firm nature of the commitment made suggests that con-
sultation will be about means not ends.  They repeat the proposal to abolish LEAs – 
despite also affecting local government, and also make commitments about the 
Welsh curriculum and teaching of the Welsh language, both devolved matters.   
 
DL rating:  4/10  
 
 
Liberal Democrats: as before, the British manifesto covers itself by its general 
disclaimer for Scotland and Wales.  The Scottish manifesto refers to higher education, 
but mainly to claim credit for the abolition of tuition fees in Scotland and to deal with 
the present anomaly meaning Scottish students studying in UK outside Scotland 
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have to pay fees, but not if they attend a Scottish university.   The Welsh manifesto 
makes extensive commitments about the powers Westminster will give the Welsh 
Senedd for education matters, identifying clearly which body should do what.   
 
DL rating:  8/10 
 
 
Scottish National Party: the SNP make a large number of commitments about Scottish 
education policy and practice (both for schools and higher education), unrelated to 
funding and although this is nothing to do with the present election.   
 
DL rating:  3/10  
 
 
Plaid Cymru: again, PC make a number of commitments on a range of matters 
including school funding and teachers’ pay, league tables and specialist schools 
(much of which is devolved).  However, these relate mainly to powers retained at 
UK level (and those they think should be devolved to the National Assembly, 
including higher education) or funding issues, so are issues in this election.   
 
DL rating:  7/10 
 
 
Agriculture, fisheries and rural affairs  
 
Labour: the British manifesto makes a variety of commitments about farming reform 
and reviving market towns, and takes credit for drawing up Rural Development 
Plans for England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.  There are extensive 
references to the role of Regional Development Agencies, although these exist in this 
form only in England.  The Party also takes credit for establishing the (UK-wide) 
Food Standards Agency.  The Scottish manifesto makes similar commitments, and 
also refers to actions to be taken on decommissioning fishing vessels by the Scottish 
Executive.  The Welsh manifesto makes similar commitments to the British one 
regarding farming and fisheries, and makes promises about market towns in the 
context of action by the National Assembly.   All manifestos do however note the 
importance of the EU in this area.   
 
DL rating:  6/10  
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Conservatives: commitments about agriculture in the British manifesto are 
undifferentiated and appear to apply across the whole of the UK.  The Scottish and 
Welsh manifestos repeat these similar commitments and extend them; some of these 
are matters relating to the Common Agricultural Policy, but others (such as rate relief 
for rural businesses or land reform) are clearly the responsibility of the Scottish 
institutions.   
 
DL rating:  4/10  
 
 
Liberal Democrats: for the British manifesto, the general disclaimer applies.  The 
Scottish manifesto rightly makes no mention of the issue, although the supplement 
does take credit for “putting rural issues at the heart of Scottish government”, thanks 
to the Lib Dem Rural Affairs Minister.  The Welsh manifesto contains extensive 
commitments, distinguishing between what the party is doing in office in Wales and 
what MPs at Westminster would do.  All three manifestos contain commitments to 
control the planting of genetically modified foods, rightly so as this is partly an EU 
matter (therefore undevolved) and partly remains a UK Government matter, despite 
the general devolution of responsibility for agriculture.   
 
DL rating:  7/10  
 
 
The Scottish National Party: the SNP make a number of commitments in this area, 
some for devolved matters (notably an enquiry into salmon fishing) but others (fuel 
excise duty) reserved to UK level.  They also seek to have the Scottish Fisheries 
Minister given the UK lead in EU negotiations, a matter for Westminster.   
 
DL rating:  6/10  
 
 
Plaid Cymru: the party’s commitments do not distinguish between matters for which 
the National Assembly is responsible already (such as marketing initiatives or 
aspects of organic farming) and those requiring action at Westminster.  Many of their 
promises are however matters for action at UK level, notably enabling the Welsh 
Agriculture Secretary to lead in EU negotiations on the shipmate regime. PC 
acknowledge, however, that many require action at EU level (notably the overall 
restructuring of farming and farming subsidies) and are beyond the scope of either 
the National Assembly or the UK Government.   
 
DL rating:  6/10 
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Culture – Museums & Galleries, Tourism, Sport & Recreation  
 
Labour: the British manifesto deals with this in the “World class public services” 
section to which a disclaimer applies, limiting the commitments to England.  The 
Scottish manifesto contains a variety of commitments, so relating to what the UK 
Government can do, such as the National Lottery or the National Endowment for 
Science, Technology and the Arts, but most relating to devolved matters or claiming 
credit for actions of the Scottish Executive (e.g. sports development, museums, 
subsidies for cultural institutions).  Tourism is put in terms of the relationship 
between the two governments.  The Welsh manifesto similarly deals with UK 
matters (the Lottery and NESTA) but also many devolved ones, including taking 
credit for achievements of the National Assembly, and without even acknowledging 
that these are devolved matters (such as free admission for museums or reform of the 
Arts Council for Wales).   
 
DL rating:  6/10  
 
 
Conservatives: The British manifesto makes commitment about devolved matters such 
as sports development and reform of arts subsidies and tourism bodies (both British 
and English) as well as UK ones (broadcasting, the National Lottery).  The Scottish 
manifesto repeats these references, substituting references to the Scottish tourist 
bodies for the English ones, and the same largely applies to the Welsh manifesto.  
The Welsh manifesto also deals with the Welsh language, a devolved matter, but 
including action needed at Westminster.   
 
DL rating:  5/10  
 
 
Liberal Democrats: the general disclaimer ensures that the British manifesto deals with 
devolution issues adequately.  The Scottish manifesto – quite rightly – makes no 
mention of these issues.  The Welsh manifesto both claims credit for achievements of 
Lib Dems in the National Assembly and makes commitments about how they would 
use Westminster to enhance these powers.  They also propose altering the way 
Lottery funding (not devolved) is distributed throughout the UK.   
 
DL rating:  8/10  
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Scottish National Party: the party’s commitments are mainly for matters presently 
within the power of the Scottish institutions (reform of the Scottish Arts Council and 
funding arrangements for the arts within Scotland, and the promotion of sport), 
although their proposal for a “Scottish lottery” would require Westminster action.  
They do not make clear which government should do what, however.   
 
DL rating:  4/10 
 
 
Plaid Cymru: PC make a limited number of commitments, recording actions of the 
National Assembly and calling for further resources to implement the “Culture in 
Common” report, and for action (both in the National Assembly and at Westminster) 
for the promotion of the Welsh language.  They do state which level of government 
needs to act in each case.   
 
DL rating:  7/10 
 
 
 
 
Environmental matters, including town & country planning, highways 
and water & flood defence 
 
Labour: the British manifesto makes only limited reference to this area, mainly 
concerned with landscape and nature conservation or overhauling the planning 
system to facilitate urban renewal.  The Scottish manifesto repeats similar commit-
ments, although many of these are devolved functions (and even though it notes that 
these are matters for the Scottish Parliament.)  The Welsh manifesto makes similar 
commitments to the British manifesto, although as the proposals require primary 
legislation this is understandable.   
 
DL rating:  6/10 
 
 
Conservatives: the British manifesto makes a number of commitments, relating to 
house-building, planning, conversation of the coastline and waterline and coastal 
towns (as well as climate change, which remains a UK matter).  They do not 
differentiate between the levels of government involved.  The Scottish manifesto 
makes somewhat different promises, but again without identifying which level of 
government is responsible (most of the matters are devolved).  The Welsh manifesto 
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largely repeats such promises, although it notes the need to work with the National 
Assembly to achieve the ones regarding planning.   
 
DL rating:  6/10  
 
 
Liberal Democrats: the British manifesto is once more covered by the general 
disclaimer.  The Scottish manifesto – like all Lib Dem manifestos – contains many 
sections of “Green Action”, most of which relate to reserved matters but one of 
which (the proposed Environmental Responsibility Act) may affect devolved matters 
as well.  The supplement records a commitment to protecting the environment but 
contains no further detail.  The Welsh manifesto similarly has its “Green Action” 
sections.  Many of these make commitments about what the party would do 
“through the Senedd” – not a commitment to give the Senedd power to do things, 
and so making promises for things which are not an issue in this election.   
 
DL rating:  4/10  
 
 
Scottish National Party: the SNP’s policies cover both devolved and reserved matters, 
with a heavy emphasis on the former.  They also make it clear that many of these 
require action at Westminster – such as extending the remit of the Scottish 
Environmental Protection Agency, nuclear power and international environmental 
commitments.   
 
DL rating:  6/10  
 
 
Plaid Cymru:  PC make extensive commitments on environmental matters, but with 
no distinction between those devolved to the National Assembly (some aspects of 
waste), and those requiring action at Westminster (energy, water, rail transport).  
Many are reserved matters, but this is not made clear.   
 
DL rating:  5/10 
 
 
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND INDUSTRY  
 
Labour: the British manifesto makes much play of the Learning and Skills Council 
(which do not exist in Scotland), and the Regional Development Agencies (but only 
of course in England).  Other matters such as VAT, corporation tax, company law 
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and unemployment benefits are reserved matters.  The Scottish manifesto pays credit 
to the work of the Scottish Executive and Scottish Enterprise, emphasising the need 
for partnership working with Westminster, acknowledges commitments of Labour in 
the Scottish Parliament and talks of improving skills training, but mainly using such 
instruments as individual learning accounts (not devolved).  The Welsh manifesto 
makes similar commitments to the British – even though implementing some, such 
as the new basic skills arrangements, is devolved to the National Assembly.   
 
DL rating:  7/10  
 
 
Conservatives: the plans set out in the British manifesto use instruments such as tax 
cuts, a simplified tax system and reduced regulations for businesses to improve 
business performance.  These are reserved matters, so appropriate for action at UK 
level, even though the manifesto does not say this.  The Scottish manifesto makes 
similar commitments, and adds to them ones regarding the level of the uniform 
business rate and local economic development services – both matters for the 
Scottish institutions.  The Welsh manifesto makes reference to Objective One funding 
from the EU (which requires funding at UK level to make the most of) but otherwise 
repeats the commitments in the British manifesto.   
 
DL rating:  5/10    
 
 
Liberal Democrats: the British manifesto is covered by the general disclaimer.  The 
Scottish manifesto makes some general economic policy commitments and about 
promoting business, such as through deregulation and promoting research.  The only 
commitments it makes about the sort of promotion of economic development at issue 
here is to increase the powers of the devolved assemblies.  The Welsh manifesto talks 
of what the party has achieved in office in the National Assembly, the powers they 
would give the Senedd to act in this area and the separate steps the Liberal 
Democrats would take at Westminster.   
 
DL rating:  8/10  
 
 
Scottish National Party:  The SNP’s main proposals – including transferring control of 
the New Deal and the minimum wage to Scotland – require Westminster action.  
They are therefore issues in this election.  Other proposals (such as the proposed 
Scottish Trust for Public Investment) relate to matters now devolved, or to policies to 
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be implemented after independence.  As these would fall to be dealt with by the 
Scottish Parliament they are not at issue in this election.   
 
DL rating:  7/10  
 
Plaid Cymru:  PC make relatively few proposals for economic development (as 
distinguished from economic policy.  Those they do make do require at action at 
Westminster so are issues in this election.   
 
DL rating:  7/10  
 
 
 
Crime and criminal justice 
 
Labour: the Party’s British manifesto expressly notes that this is dealt with separately 
in Scotland.  The Scottish manifesto makes extensive reference to the actions of the 
Scottish Parliament and Executive in this area and promises about their future 
activities – even though that is nothing to do with this election, and without using 
the justification of providing funding at UK level for those Scottish activities.   
 
DL rating:  2/10  
 
 
Conservatives: their British manifesto makes no distinction between England and 
Wales and Scotland.  Nor does the Scottish manifesto, which repeats the English 
promises – despite these being matters for the Scottish institutions and not at issue in 
this election.   
 
DL rating:  0/10 
 
 
Liberal Democrats:  as ever, the general disclaimer covers the British manifesto.  The 
Scottish manifesto makes no pledges in this area, but the supplement not only 
records existing achievements but makes pledges for the future – even though this is 
not at issue in the general election.   
 
DL rating:  6/10  
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Scottish National Party: the SNP’s promises about crime are considerable, even though 
this is now devolved.  Their pledges about police numbers and criminal justice 
initiatives do however relate to making funding available, which is reserved.   
 
DL rating:  3/10  
 
 
 
Conclusion  
 
The scoring of this analysis has not been rigorous.  Nonetheless, it may be worth 
noting what the mean scores for the 5 parties covered are (all scores are out of ten):-  
 

Labour     5.4  
Conservatives    3.9  
Liberal Democrats   7.1  
SNP      4.5  
Plaid Cymru     6.4  

 
To the extent this illustrates anything, it is the following:-  
 
1. that the party best aware of the effects of devolution and the niceties of what it 

means for the powers of Westminster are the Liberal Democrats, historically the 
party most supportive of it.   

2. that the party least aware of the effects of devolution and what it means are the 
Conservatives, the party that is most divided internally as well as the most 
hostile to the process.   

3. that Labour demonstrates a limited awareness of what it means, despite the 
detail in their manifesto and despite being the party responsible for the process.  
This may be connected to the tensions within Labour about devolution and to a 
desire to fight the election on the broadest ground possible.   

4. that the SNP has shown a poor understanding of devolution, probably because 
(like Labour) they want to fight the election on the widest ground they can.   

 
Part of the reason for this is that in the political real world the parties are starting 
now to fight the 2003 Scottish Parliament and Welsh National Assembly elections.  
They are setting out an overall programme to which they will be able to refer when 
those election campaigns happen too, to show their consistency.  This may also be 
the reason behind the variations in policy – the organisations of the British parties in 
Wales and Scotland wish to be consistent in their departures from the overall British 
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party line when they go to the Scottish and Welsh electorates.  What happens in 
those campaigns may show whether this is indeed happening.   
 
There are two further conclusions to draw from this analysis.  First, the opportunity 
to use the UK General Election as an opportunity to communicate to the electorate 
what devolution means has been missed.  The public are likely to remain as confused 
as ever about what devolution means; the parties have done little to explain to them 
the distinctions that now need to be drawn in most areas of domestic policy about 
who is responsible for what.  The parties have preferred to revert to their tried and 
tested techniques of campaigning on a single platform that conceals the differences 
across the UK.   
 
Second, those affected most by this have been the English – who are also the most 
confused by devolution.  The parties’ Scottish and Welsh manifestos have usually 
acknowledged the fact of devolution, although often inadequately.  The manifestos 
presented to the English have not.  These have made apparently-uniform commit-
ments for the whole of the UK, and called themselves British or UK manifestos.  In 
fact they are no such thing; they are English manifestos masquerading as British 
ones.  The Liberal Democrats are as guilty of this as any other party, although their 
British manifesto saved their faces by its general disclaimer (something more 
reminiscent of the footnotes to a financial services advertisement than a political 
programme).  It is particularly disappointing that the English have been treated in 
this way.  If they read the manifestos they will continue to believe that the UK 
remains the union state it was until 1998.  Sooner or later the English will have to 
come to grips with what devolution means for the rest of the UK; it is a pity that did 
not start to happen in May 2001.   
 
 


