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In the extraordinary times we 
are living through, a number of 
economic proposals that once 

seemed radical are moving closer to 
the mainstream of thinking about 
how we ‘build back better’. One 
of these is Universal Basic Income 
(UBI), the idea that we should pay 
a regular amount of money, roughly 
enough for basic necessities, to all 
citizens, without means testing or 
obligation. UBI—or variations on 
it—has a number of attractions. 
One is that it avoids the ‘benefits 
trap’ that can keep people locked 
into dependence on welfare. Where 
benefits are removed above a certain 
income, recipients have no incentive 
to find or accept work unless it pays 
enough, securely enough, to replace 
the lost benefits. UBI not only 
removes this trap, it also removes the 
expensive and punitive bureaucracy 
required to keep people stuck inside 
it.

The idea is hardly new. The Buddha 
advised an Indian king to implement 
something similar over 2,500 years 
ago. In 1516, Sir Thomas More made 
it part of his fictional island state of 
Utopia. However, ‘utopian’ is not 
always a compliment. Is UBI just a 
pet project of dreamers and idealists 

or is it something that could work in 
the reality of a post-covid Western 
democracy? People’s answer to this 
tends to reflect their basic view of 
human nature. Would people with 
a guaranteed—if small—income 
seize the opportunity to become 
happier, more productive citizens or 
would they lounge around with no 
compulsion to seek work, laughing 
into their sleeves at the saps working 
away to provide their free lunches?

An emerging picture 
Fortunately, we no longer have to 
argue about this is a vacuum. A 
number of trials have provided real 
data on the outcomes of a number 
of different variations on UBI in a 
number of different situations. Many 
experiments have taken place in low-
income countries, where payments of 
as little as £10 per month can make 
a significant difference to people’s 
lives and trials are easier to fund. In 
one large study in Madhya Pradesh, 
India [1], in which people in eight 
villages were given a small cash UBI 
and compared to 12 villages where 
they were not, the results were 
overwhelmingly positive. Nutrition, 
health, education, self employment 
and equality all increased, while 
debt, bonded labour and migration 
decreased. Many recipients made 
small-scale investments, like improved 
seeds, sewing machines or small shop 

premises that led to an increase in 
productivity and income beyond 
that provided by the UBI itself. In 
interviews after the project, the only 
local people to complain about it 
were the moneylenders!

Positive as this is, it might not tell us 
much about how UBI would work 
out in a rich country like Scotland. 
Indeed, a number of experiments 
in the US in the 1960s found that 
people receiving UBI payments 
worked fewer hours in paid work as 
a result, dampening enthusiasm for 
the idea. However, two recent studies 
have suggested a new way of looking 
at the US results, and that the benefits 
of UBI are wider and more profound 
than even its traditional advocates 
argued.

In Canada, a basic income 
experiment ran for several years in a 
town in Manitoba. Unfortunately it 
then fell victim to changing political 
and economic situations and was shut 
down, with much of the data that 
had been collected left unanalysed 
in boxes. Only decades later did 
researchers revisit it, looking not just 
at the effects on work and income but 
at health and educational outcomes 
too. According to a paper called 
The town with no poverty by Evelyn 
Forget [2], they found eye-catching 
results, with an 8.5 per cent reduction 
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in hospitalisations over the study 
period (largely through a reduction 
in alcohol-related accidents) and 
a record 100 per cent of pupils 
enrolling for their final, optional, 
year at school. Many new small 
businesses sprang up, as people had 
greater confidence in their economic 
situation and banks became more 
willing to lend.

The Canadian study suggests that 
the reduction in work found in the 
US trials should not be seen as a 
bad thing. Those trials focused on 
the working poor: people already 
working all the hours but still 
struggling to make ends meet. 
The biggest reduction in work was 
amongst post-natal women and 
school-age teenagers, suggesting that 
they were not lazing around but 
prioritising childcare and education. 
The Canadian pattern was confirmed 
recently by another trial in Finland 
[3], which used the scientific gold-
standard of a randomised trial, 
with people on benefits randomly 
picked to receive a UBI instead of 
traditional benefits. Employment 
rose only slightly, but the nature 
of the employment changed from 
precarious part-time jobs to full-time 
ones or self employment. Others 
increased their volunteering or family 
care. Recipients’ perception of their 
economic situation improved, out of 
proportion to the actual improvement 
measured in euros. They were 
more satisfied with their lives and 
experienced less mental strain, 
depression, sadness and loneliness. 
They also had a more positive 
perception of their cognitive abilities 
(like memory, learning and ability to 
concentrate), which are known to be 
lowered by stress and depression.

These results have a personal 
resonance for me. Five years ago, 
a disc in my back herniated and 
damaged a nerve, bringing my 
work as a forestry contractor to 
an abrupt end and putting a full-
time job of recovery in its place. A 
physiotherapist explained to me that 
one of the most important things 
was to build up strength slowly and 
avoid yo-yoing: a cycle of overdoing 
it, crashing, then overdoing it again. 
For a few months I received some 
benefits, but I was then pronounced 
‘fit to work’—at a stage when I was 
still barely fit to walk! Luckily for 

me I had savings (a self-paid UBI, 
if you like), and worked out that I 
could afford to re-engage with work 
at my own pace. I built up from lots 
of voluntary work, to a paid citizen 
science project, to a part-time job 
setting up a community garden, to 
a full-time job writing a book. If I 
had been dependent on our current 
welfare system, I suspect I would be 
yo-yoing to this day: forced into jobs 
beyond my capacity, crashing out 
again, and unable to spend the time I 
needed on recovery.

Empowering change 
But what does all this have to do 
with Reforesting Scotland’s vision 
of ‘healthy communities in a well-
forested land’? We believe in building 
resilience at all levels: resilient nature 
supporting resilient individuals 
living in resilient communities with 
resilient economies. At present, 
the government tries to achieve 
these aims by subsidising certain 
historical employers, such as hill 
sheep farming. They argue that this 
is a win-win, putting money into 
communities while reducing the 
cost of food to tackle food poverty. 
However, if there is one consistent 
message from UBI experiments it is 
that subsidies do more to alleviate 
poverty and empower people when 
they go directly to those in need of 
them, with as few strings as possible. 
Top-down subsidies mostly end up 
propping up land prices, hindering 
rather than helping the access to 
land needed for rural enterprise. By 
contrast, people with a guaranteed 
basic income are more likely to 
start innovative local businesses that 
add value to natural resources and 
improve economic resilience, such 
as the ones we found when we took 
part in the EU-wide StarTree research 
project.

One important question raised by 
UBI is how it should be paid for. 
When paid for by income tax, there 
can inevitably be resentment of those 
who are not working by those who 
are—although this applies to any 
form of welfare. A better solution 
might be to link UBI to another 
pressing economic problem: the 
climate emergency and the steps 
needed to end it. One obvious tool 
is a carbon tax, but taxes in general 
are rarely popular and a carbon tax 
can be perceived as a cynical fund-
raising ploy by governments. Some 
economists have suggested that 
carbon taxes should be revenue-
neutral, with the whole sum raised 
paid out again in an equal dividend 
to all citizens. This combined tax and 
dividend embodies the idea that we 
all have an equal birthright in the 
Earth’s resources, while incentivising 
action to conserve them. It is an 
idea that could be applied to other 
national common goods, such as a 
land value tax.

One final finding of the Finnish 
study should not be ignored. At the 
end of the trial, the basic income 
recipients trusted other people and 
the institutions in society more than 
recipients of traditional welfare, 
and they were more confident in 
their own future and their ability 
to influence things than the control 
group. In a world in which people 
are losing confidence in each other 
and their ability to be heard, and 
retreating into tribal groups and 
conspiracy theories, this might be the 
most important effect of UBI of all.
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