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Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen, boa tarde.  

I have the pleasure of being part of the Review team and to be present here at the launch 

of this report. I will speak in my own personal capacity without implicating the 

Portuguese Public Finance Council or the OECD. I believe that the reason for my 

presence here has to do with some similarities between the Scottish Fiscal Commission 

and my institution, CFP. Both of our institutions operate in a small economy, the 

Portuguese fiscal council at the national level, and the Commission at the subnational 

level. Both have a similar number of staff (around 20) who have to deal with the 

challenges of limited data and have had to build models from scratch. My Portuguese 

Council was created in 2011 and started operating in 2012, in very adverse fiscal 

emergency circumstances with Portugal being in an adjustment programme following 

the sudden stop of market access to financing. As a result, the Council was sometimes 

mistakenly connected to the adjustment measures included in that Troika agreement. 

This still gives rise to political and communication challenges for the Council in terms of 

proving itself as a Portuguese institution representing the interests of Portuguese 

citizens, avoiding the misconception that its purpose is to enforce austerity from the 

outside. In Scotland, the Commission was established as an independent statutory body 

on April 2017, following difficult political negotiations between the Scottish and UK 

Governments on a fiscal framework.  It was  only in stage 3 of the passage of the 

Commission’s legislation that the Cabinet Secretary at the time (John Swinney) 

introduced amendments on behalf of the Scottish Government that would require the 

Commission to prepare the official economic and fiscal forecasts rather than scrutinise 

those produced by the Government.  

Another common characteristic is that both of our institutions coexist with 

parliamentary scrutiny units who provide important budget analysis functions, and both 

benefitted from high profile and well-regarded female inaugural leaders: Teodora 

Cardoso, in the CFP case, and Susan Rice here, who have decisively contributed to 

asserting the independence of our respective institutions. 



 

My Council has also benefited from an OECD Review this year that pinpointed the main 

issues we face in the institutional context and provided valuable recommendations on 

how to further improve our outputs and impact. We are still in the process of 

implementing them, although some recommendations require the collaboration of 

external stakeholders and eventually some changes to legislation.  

I will briefly give a few words on our Review of the Commission, but firstly, I would like 

to praise the excellent work the Commission has done in just two years of statutory 

existence. It is remarkable how the Commission’s leadership and staff were able to 

deliver official macroeconomic forecasts in a very unique and complex fiscal framework, 

and in such a short period of time. As several stakeholders confirmed, and the Review 

team found, during this time the Commission was able to maintain its independence and 

established itself as a credible and competent forecaster. Independence and technical 

competence are the most important assets of any such institution. My personal 

experience in the inception of the Portuguese Public Finance Council, and previously in 

the Parliamentary scrutiny unit UTAO, leads me to emphasise both such characteristics. 

My Council has established its reputation, despite the misconceptions I have previously 

mentioned, through delivering technical work that is recognised as sound by our 

stakeholders.  

When comparing the Commission with other peer institutions this OECD review outlines 

several suggestions that could enhance the quality and impact of the Commission’s 

work. I will now highlight some aspects that emerged from this international 

comparison. Some of them are common to IFIs operating at the national level, while 

others are idiosyncratic. I will start with some common aspects. 

The first is forecasting. The Commission is Scotland’s official forecaster. Few IFIs at the 

national level have been given such a role. In Europe the exceptions are the Netherlands 

CPB and the UK OBR. Most other independent fiscal institutions in Europe have a role to 

analyse the government’s forecast and to decide whether to endorse it or not. It is also 

the case that the more established IFIs publish their own macro and fiscal projections, 

sometimes on a no-policy change, even if they are not the official forecaster. 

Consequently, the Commission has a lot of responsibility relative to peers in this regard.   

Second, and very decisive there is access to information. Timely access to high quality 

information is always a challenge for any IFI. This is even more crucial in the case of the 

Commission which operates at the subnational level and within a very complex fiscal 

framework. On the macroeconomic front, the subnational character means it is difficult 

to accurately measure the trade flows of Scotland with the rest of the UK and with the 

EU. This leads to statistical revisions, which have an impact on the quality of the national 

accounts available for the Commission to base its macroeconomic forecast. On the fiscal 

front, the complex nature of the Scottish Fiscal Framework means the Commission must 

have comprehensive information on devolved taxes, devolved social security 

expenditure, and UK wide forecasts, which requires access to data from the Scottish 

Government, UK departments, and the OBR. Although the Commission has had recent 

progress in accessing data from UK departments, there is still room for improvement in 



 

the provision of information. A legal statutory access to data from UK departments 

would help in this regard. I would also encourage the Scottish Government to continue 

investing in the improvement of the quality of economic statistics for Scotland. 

 

From the viewpoint of a national independent fiscal institution there are also some 

distinct characteristics of the Commission that have emerged in this process. 

The main difference versus other institutions is the scope of the Commission’s 

mandate, which – as I already mentioned - in some respects goes further than that of 

other institutions, but in other aspects falls short. Although the Commission is the official 

forecaster the coverage of its fiscal forecasts is limited to devolved taxes and social 

security benefits. This leaves aside a significant part of spending, including health 

spending, which will likely increase with an ageing population. Rising health costs are 

challenging fiscal sustainability across advanced economies. One might think that 

because the Scottish Government must balance its budget, the Scottish fiscal framework 

automatically protects Scotland’s budget from such pressures, but this is not the case. 

The current structure of tax and expenditure might not be sustainable in the long run as 

an increase in spending in one area will need to be financed either by higher revenue or 

less expenditure in other areas, which will require important political policy choices to 

be made. In my view, the Commission should consider providing a long-term 

assessment of spending trends on the full budget to pave the way for an informed 

debate. This is not the traditional sustainability analysis, which is typically about debt 

sustainability, and as Scotland can only borrow a very small amount there are no debt 

sustainability concerns. Yet, Scotland still faces increased spending pressures over the 

medium and long-term. These could be the subject of a Commission publication in 

relation to the full budget. 

Another difference I have noticed, especially when comparing with my own institution, 

is that the Commission has relatively infrequent communication with the public: it 

publishes just two major reports throughout the year, one in May and one in December. 

As such reports provide the official forecast, they get a lot of media attention and this 

coverage can last several months. However, the Commission is missing publications 

commonly published by other IFIs, including by mine in Portugal, such as:  

⎯ The previously mentioned fiscal risks and long-term trends report; 

⎯ A bi-annual report on the Scottish economy;  

⎯ Information and analysis on the full budget, both ex-ante and outturn, including 

the publication of budget (fiscal) data on the Commission website; 

⎯ And more occasional papers. 

The publication of additional reports on the economic and fiscal issues facing Scotland 

would increase fiscal transparency and provide more independent information to the 

Scottish public that could help improve the quality of the debate on budget choices. 



 

The reports (already) produced by the Commission are high quality and are very 

comprehensive, including useful background information on the complex fiscal 

framework. I would nevertheless suggest presenting some key figures as a ratio to GDP 

and the inclusion of a very short non-technical summary or a shorter executive summary 

to better deliver the key messages to the wider (non-specialized) public. 

While some of such suggestions and the recommendations of the Review might be 

(re)considered in an eventual revision of the Commission Act, the Commission could 

already take most of these steps within their current remit. 

To conclude, the central message of the Review is that the Commission has made 

excellent progress in a short period of time. Its methods and outputs are technically 

sound, and the institution has earned respect from a wide range of stakeholders. The 

Commission is always looking at ways to further improve its outputs, and I hope this 

Review gives some more food for thought.  

For their implementation the Commission will need the support of its main stakeholders. 

This relies on these stakeholders recognizing the value that a stronger independent fiscal 

institution and additional fiscal transparency will bring to Scotland.  The results can be 

beautiful, even if prickly at times, just like your national flower. 

Lastly, it goes without saying that the achievements and reputation of the Commission 

to date owe an enormous amount to the leadership of Dame Susan Rice, and the 

Commissioners Professor Alasdair Smith, Professor David Ulph, Professor Francis 

Breedon, and previously David Wilson that have dedicated a lot of effort to the 

institution even if formally in part time. The dedication of the staff, including the Chief 

Executive John Ireland, was also evident during the course of this Review. 

Thank you, obrigado. 


