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For Federalism

Federal systems haven’t grown as fast as democracy, but world would be a better
place with more of them

TOI Editorials

Is UK on the brink of breakup? You’d imagine it is, judging by the chatter. Much has been made of Monday’s
unofficial meeting between first ministers of Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland, to sign a memorandum on
their right to seek independence. But, divided, these nations would be weaker than they are under the Union
Jack. Is there no way they can fulfil their nationalistic aspirations without drawing hard boundary lines? There
is — federalism — and it’s been tried and tested successfully in their former colony across the pond for almost
240 years.

No doubt, federalism’s not spread as fast as democracy — there are only about 25 federal countries even now,
India included — but that’s because allowing a degree of autonomy to regions is harder than holding elections.
Remember the 2002 Iraqi referendum under Saddam? He won it with 100% of votes.

If UK’s ‘nations’ are itching right now, it’s because they feel they aren’t getting a good deal from Westminster,
which pockets most of the tax revenues and then hands them out as support. In contrast, a federal model, like
Switzerland’s, enables each nation or region to shape its destiny. There, the confederation or “centre” takes a
smaller cut of revenues than the cantons and the communes under them. Cantons vary widely in terms of size
and population, but they have equal representation in the upper house. That’s also the case in the US senate,
where each state gets two seats.

Such an equalising arrangement can hold disparate nations, like Scotland and Wales, together. Belgium has
another federal model that might suit UK’s needs. It evolved from a centralised state to accommodate different
identities of the kind that UK has. Spain, on the other hand, allows regional autonomy while firmly centralising
sovereignty.

Federalism matters because it emphasises negotiation in governance. It delegates authority to regions, not only
for execution but also for framing laws. It ensures that the laws people live under aren’t imposed from the top
but reflect their values. In a way, UK has been moving towards a federal system of its own since it started
“devolution” in late 1990s. Subjects like agriculture, health and education have been left to govts in Wales, N
Ireland and Scotland, while Westminster reserves control over subjects like defence, immigration and foreign
policy. It should go the whole hog now. The world can use more federalism.
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