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SUBMISSION FROM OXFAM 

Oxfam welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Economy, Energy and Tourism 
Committee call for evidence into the Regulatory Reform (Scotland) Bill. Our 
response is restricted to the proposed duty on regulators in Part 1 of the Bill which 
states: ‘In exercising its regulatory functions, each regulator must contribute to 
achieving sustainable economic growth, except to the extent that it would be 
inconsistent with the exercise of those functions to do so’. 

Oxfam works to overcome poverty all over the world, and believes that in a rich 
country such as the UK the existence of poverty is completely unacceptable. In the 
UK, we work to overcome poverty in three ways: we develop projects with people 
living in poverty to improve their lives and show how things can change; we raise 
public awareness of poverty to create pressure for change; and we work with policy 
makers to tackle the causes of poverty. Our UK poverty programme has been 
operating since 1996, with specific country programmes in Scotland, England and 
Wales.  

The problem with focussing on economic growth 

Decades of economic growth have failed to change the lives of too many Scots who 
still face premature mortality, economic inactivity, mental and physical ill-health, and 
poor educational attainment. In the communities where Oxfam works the economic 
and social policies pursued in recent years have largely been ineffective in reducing 
deprivation, while unquestioningly prioritising economic growth has produced social 
and environmental damage.  

Failings of the current economic model manifest themselves profoundly in Scotland’s 
growing health inequalities, most evident in Glasgow. Up until 1981 the gradient of 
poor health in Glasgow mirrored that of similarly-sized UK and European regions. 
Since then health inequalities have deepened - premature male mortality which is 
30% higher than in these comparable cities; suicide is 70% higher; there are 32% 
more violent deaths and 225% more alcohol-related deaths.1 These excesses 
emerged at a time when the Scottish economy grew by almost 2% each year2. This 
example shows that a focus on economic growth is wholly insufficient as a public 
policy goal of Government.   

In the same way we do not believe ‘sustainable economic growth’ should be a 
primary purpose of the Scottish Government’s National Performance Framework3, 
we do not believe it is appropriate for the Government to require regulators to 
contribute to achieving sustainable economic growth. The aim of regulators should 
be to pursue their primary purpose. As the STUC have pointed out in their 
submission4 – the banking crash stemmed, at least in part, from confused regulation. 
Adding a duty to contribute to economic growth (albeit with the caveat of not 
interfering with its other functions) is not only focussing on the wrong goal but risking 
confusion. This is particularly relevant to a duty to contribute to achieving economic 
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growth given that, in certain circumstances, this may represent the very opposite 
remit of certain regulatory bodies. 

Better Alternatives: the National Performance Framework and the Humankind 
Index 

If the Government is intent on pursuing an additional duty on regulators, we believe 
there are better alternatives. The Scottish Government’s National Performance 
Framework, while not perfect, is a positive attempt to measure Scotland’s 
performance on a range of measures. As such we believe regulators would be better 
suited to contribute to the National Performance Framework than to sustainable 
economic growth. Given the wide range of factors within the NPF, this would also 
allow regulators to work within a framework of factors which are more closely aligned 
with their core functions. In short, it wouldn’t risk placing directly opposing demands 
on regulators.  

If the Government is intent on picking one element from the National Performance 
Framework (as it is doing with economic growth) then, given the evidence that 
inequality is a major determinant of social progress5, Oxfam believe it would be more 
appropriate to pick the solidarity target and require regulators to contribute to 
increasing ‘the overall income and the proportion of income earned by the lowest 
income deciles as a group’.  

In a similar vein, Oxfam’s Humankind Index sets out 18 priorities that demonstrate 
what really matters to the people in order to live well in their communities. Created 
through a large scale consultation with 3,000 people across Scotland, good mental 
and physical health tops the list alongside access to a decent, safe and affordable 
home. The economic factors within the Index are not orientated around economic 
growth and GDP but rather, people want satisfying work, secure and suitable work, 
having enough money to pay the bills, and a secure source of money when things go 
wrong. While this shows that economic growth is not what most people think it is 
important, it also provides for a much more holistic framework in which to plan and 
assess policies and resource allocation. In the coming weeks Oxfam will launch a 
Humankind Index policy assessment tool.6 We believe this would be a far more 
appropriate mechanism to ensure regulators contribute to wider factors of prosperity 
beyond their specific remit. 

Conclusion 

We hope the Committee calls on the Scottish Government to drop its proposed duty 
on regulators to contribute to economic growth. We also hope the Government will 
seek to move beyond a focus on economic growth and utilise more holistic 
mechanisms such as the Humankind Index and its own National Performance 
Framework when considering new plans and policies. 

 
Oxfam 
12 June 2013 
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 See for example the Christie Commission as well Pickett and Wilkinson ‘The Spirit Level’ 
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