PolitiL*s in Scotland

Nationalism comes of age ;
with discovery of North Sea oil|

By Greig Macleod and Robert Boardman

The two British general elections of Feb-
ruary and October 1974 left many uncer-
tainties in their wake. Harold Wilson has
to work with the slimmest of Parliament
majorities; the Conservative Party almost
immediately after the second lunged into
a leadership crisis; and Britain’s seemingly
perennial economic difficulties showed few
signs of abating. Behind each election lay
the question of Britain’s offshore-oil re-
sources. Apart from the issue of the
royalties that ought to accrue to the
Government, this was not a major question
for the country as a whole. Yet both
Labour and Conservative Party strategists
were reported to be viewing the prolonged
1974 contest as having a long-term sig-
nificance. By 1980, Britain will, by current
forecasts, be heading towards self-suffi-
ciency in oil. So whichever party is govern-
ing when the benefits begin to be felt by
the electorate will clearly be in a favour-
able position for fighting elections during
that decade.

More immediately, the question of oil
was not lost on Scottish voters. The exis-
tence of large, exploitable resources off the
Scottish coast has now lent credibility to
the argument of the Scottish National
Party that an independent Scotland would
be economically viable. In the October
election, the party gained a total of 11
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