
 

Briefing for the Public Petitions Committee 

Petition Number: PE1803 

Main Petitioner: Dr Eurig Scandrett (On behalf of 'Scottish Palestine 
Solidarity Campaign') 

Subject: Right to Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) 

Calls on the Parliament to urge the Scottish Government to support the right 
of public bodies and institutions in Scotland to debate, (and where 
democratically supported) to endorse and implement BDS against foreign 
countries and those who trade with them. 

 

Background 

In the December 2019 Queen’s Speech, the UK government announced 
plans to “stop public institutions from imposing their own approach or views 
about international relations, through preventing boycotts, divestment or 
sanctions campaigns against foreign countries and those who trade with 
them”. 

The UK government’s reasoning for taking the lead approach to this is that it 
is “responsible for foreign relations and determining the best way to interact 
with its international neighbours”. 

The Cabinet Office published guidance in February 2016 on ensuring 
compliance with wider international obligations when letting public contracts.  
The notice makes clear that “boycotts in public procurement are inappropriate, 
outside where formal legal sanctions, embargoes, and restrictions have been 
put in place by the UK government”. 

It is not clear from the Queen’s Speech whether this most recent proposal 
would be adopted through legislation or through advice in procurement 
notices.  It is also unclear as to whether any measure adopted by the UK 
government would apply to Scottish public authorities.  Public procurement 
policy is a devolved matter and as such is the responsibility of the Scottish 
Government and Scottish Parliament whilst international relations are 
reserved to the UK Government.   

  

http://external.parliament.scot/GettingInvolved/Petitions/righttoBDS
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/853886/Queen_s_Speech_December_2019_-_background_briefing_notes.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/500811/PPN_on_wider_international_obligations.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/500811/PPN_on_wider_international_obligations.pdf
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Boycotts, divestment or sanctions 

The Scottish Palestine Solidarity Campaign (on who’s behalf the petition has 
been submitted) supports the Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions (BDS) against 
Israel movement.  The BDS movement says it “works to end international 
support for Israel's oppression of Palestinians and pressure Israel to comply 
with international law”. 

According to the background to the petition: 

“BDS against Israel calls for international supporters of international law 
and Palestinian human rights, to boycott, divest from and apply 
sanctions to the State of Israel and institutions linked to it; Israeli 
companies and international companies which have significant 
investments in Israel. The purpose of the campaign is to put international 
pressure on the Israeli State to abide by international law and UN 
Resolutions in three ways: 1, to end the illegal occupation (including the 
settlements and separation wall) of the West Bank (including East 
Jerusalem), Gaza and the Golan Heights; 2, to end laws within Israel 
which discriminate against the Palestinian population; and 3, to 
recognise the right of return of Palestinian refugees.” 

In 2018, BDS was nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize by Norwegian 
parliamentarian Bjørnar Moxnes.  BDS did not win. 

Procurement policy and Israel 

The Queen’s Speech outlines that one of the reasons for the UK 
government’s approach to stopping public institutions from imposing boycotts, 
divestments or sanctions relates to preventing divisive behaviour that 
undermines community cohesion, stating that: 

“There are concerns that such boycotts have legitimised antisemitism, 
such as Jewish films being censored and Jewish university societies 
being threatened with bans.” 

In the background to the petition, the petitioner writes: 

“I believe it is clear that this measure is aimed at the campaign for BDS 
against Israel, although could also apply to other forms of BDS, whether 
or not this is intended in the Queen’s Speech, including against 
companies that profit from fossil fuel exploitation at the expense of 
measures to combat climate change, or against sectoral specific 
boycotts, for example by universities against regimes which persecute 
academics. 

BDS against Israel, is a legitimate nonviolent campaign called by 
Palestinian civil society in 2005 to put international pressure on the 
Israeli State to abide by international law. Israel’s breaches of 
international law are well documented.” 

https://www.scottishpsc.org.uk/
https://bdsmovement.net/
http://external.parliament.scot/gettinginvolved/petitions/PE01800-PE01899/PE01803_BackgroundInfo.aspx
https://bdsmovement.net/news/bds-nominated-nobel-peace-prize
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The petitioner also states that the petition does not ask the Scottish 
Parliament or Scottish Government to support BDS, but rather to protect the 
right of public bodies to take their own decisions. 

 

Scottish Government Action 

The Scottish Government has not set out a policy in relation to boycott, 
divestment and sanctions in relation to Israel.   

In August 2014, the Scottish government issued a procurement notice to local 
authorities which "strongly discourages trade and investment from illegal 
settlements". The procurement notice is no longer available online.  The news 
release which accompanied the procurement notice is still available, it stated: 

“The Scottish Government strongly discourages trade with illegal 
settlements in the Occupied Palestinian Territories, External Affairs 
Minister Humza Yousaf said today. 

The Scottish Government has today published guidance for public 
purchasers on dealing with companies that may be involved in illegal 
Israeli settlements. This guidance will be embedded within statutory 
guidance under the new Procurement Reform (Scotland) Act 2014.  

Mr Yousaf said:  

“The Scottish Government strongly discourages trade with 
companies active in Israeli settlements which are recognised as 
illegal under international law.  

“The exploitation of assets in illegal settlements by any company is 
likely to constitute “grave professional misconduct” for the purposes 
of procurement legislation.  

“This government expects public sector contractors to maintain high 
standards of business and professional conduct. The policy note we 
have issued today underlines that expectation and advises 
purchasers to seek assurances that any Israeli-based company they 
consider entering into a contract with, is not in any way involved in 
illegal settlements.  

“Contracting authorities are also advised to seek assurances that 
any goods they are looking to procure which originate in Israel have 
not been produced in illegal settlements.” 

The news release also stated that the Scottish Procurement Policy Note was 
in line with advice published by the Foreign Commonwealth Office at that 
time. 

https://news.gov.scot/news/advice-against-trade-with-illegal-settlements
https://news.gov.scot/news/advice-against-trade-with-illegal-settlements
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Following this non-binding suggestion, four Scottish councils voted for a 
boycott of all Israeli goods: Clackmannanshire, Midlothian, Stirling and West 
Dunbartonshire.  It is not clear if these boycotts are still in place. 

 

Scottish Parliament Action 

In May 2018,  Ross Greer MSP tabled motion S5M-12461 Gilberto Gil and the 
Cultural Boycott of Israel which stated: 

“That the Parliament welcomes the reported decision by the Grammy 
award-winning Brazilian artist and former government minister, Gilberto 
Gil, to cancel his planned performance in Israel in protest against the 
Israeli military’s recent killing of Palestinian protesters; understands that 
this decision has been made as part of the broader campaign, Boycott, 
Divest, and Sanction, which has called on musicians and other artists to 
engage in a cultural boycott of Israel until it ceases to occupy the 
Palestinian territories; welcomes the many artists and groups that have 
joined the boycott since the reported killing of 60 Palestinian protesters 
in Gaza on 14 May 2018, including, it understands, the bands, 
Portishead, Wolf Alice and Slaves; notes that they have joined a cultural 
boycott movement whose notable participants include Brian Eno, Roger 
Waters and Ken Loach, and calls on artists and musicians across the 
world to boycott playing in Israel until the occupation of Palestine is 
ended.” 

Jackson Carlaw MSP tabled an amendment to the motion which stated: 

“As an amendment to motion S5M-12461 in the name of Ross Greer 
(Gilberto Gil and the Cultural Boycott of Israel), leave out from first 
"welcomes" to end and insert "believes that the Boycott, Divestment, 
Sanctions (BDS) campaign actively seeks to delegitimise the democratic 
state of Israel through demonisation, as opposed to criticism; 
understands that even the Palestinian Authority President, Mahmoud 
Abbas, has publicly stated his opposition to boycotts of Israel; believes 
that the BDS campaign has very little interest in peace, having formally 
rejected a two-state solution; considers that its support for a cultural 
boycott runs contrary to the positive work of organisations such as The 
Peres Center for Peace, which, among other positions, advocates 
utilising sport to bring Palestinian and Israeli youth together to create a 
proper environment for peace, and ultimately believes that only with the 
support for academic, cultural and trade links between Israel and the 
Palestinian Authority can an environment for peace be achieved." 

Neither the motion nor the amendment were subject to debate in the Scottish 
Parliament.   

In September 2019, John Finnie MSP tabled motion S5M-18865 criticising the 
Israeli Prime Minister in regards to occupation of the Palestinian territories and 
called “on the international community to support the Boycott, Divestment and 

javascript:WebForm_DoPostBackWithOptions(new%20WebForm_PostBackOptions(%22MAQA_Search$gvResults$ctl00$ctl04$lnkIndividualMotion%22,%20%22%22,%20true,%20%22%22,%20%22%22,%20false,%20true))
javascript:WebForm_DoPostBackWithOptions(new%20WebForm_PostBackOptions(%22MAQA_Search$gvResults$ctl00$ctl04$lnkIndividualMotion%22,%20%22%22,%20true,%20%22%22,%20%22%22,%20false,%20true))
javascript:WebForm_DoPostBackWithOptions(new%20WebForm_PostBackOptions(%22MAQA_Search$gvResults$ctl00$ctl18$lnkIndividualMotion%22,%20%22%22,%20true,%20%22%22,%20%22%22,%20false,%20true))
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/28877.aspx?SearchType=Advance&ReferenceNumbers=S5M-18865&ResultsPerPage=10
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Sanctions campaign in its efforts to support justice for Palestine and pressure 
the Israeli Government to comply with international law”. 

The motion was not subject to debate in the Scottish Parliament. 
Iain McIver 
Senior Researcher 
26/03/2020 

SPICe research specialists are not able to discuss the content of petition briefings 
with petitioners or other members of the public. However, if you have any 
comments on any petition briefing you can email us at spice@parliament.scot  

Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in petition briefings is 
correct at the time of publication. Readers should be aware however that these 
briefings are not necessarily updated or otherwise amended to reflect subsequent 
changes. 
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