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Introduction


I always wanted to show respect to the people of Scotland. I’ve made that referendum possible and made sure it’s decisive, legal and fair, and I think that’s right for the people of Scotland.


Prime Minister David Cameron in October 2012 following the signing of the Edinburgh Agreement setting the conditions for a referendum on Scottish independence.


DAVID CAMERON OF Course had little choice. The Scottish National Party had just secured a majority in a proportionally elected Scottish Parliament in which such an outcome was supposed to be an impossibility.


From the moment that a majority was secured a referendum on Scottish independence became an inevitability. Downing Street initially showed just the right amount of disregard and defiance but almost immediately started to prepare for an independence referendum they knew they could not realistically resist.


Alex Salmond had won a majority in the Scottish Parliament on a clear manifesto commitment to deliver a referendum and all the conversations about devolved responsibilities and constitutional niceties were not going to change that hard reality one bit.


Setting themselves against a referendum would have taken constitutional tensions to an entirely new level and would have set in place a series of events beyond the UK Government’s control. Alex Salmond had made it abundantly clear that there would be a referendum with or without the UK Government’s consent, with all the chaos and confusion the latter would bring.


Above all, Cameron and the rest of the UK Government believed an independence referendum would be easily won. Such was Cameron’s confidence that he conceded all the arrangements around the referendum, allowing the Scottish Government to set the date, the question and the franchise. The only thing the UK Government insisted on was that there would only be one question and that the referendum be held before the end of 2014.


The Edinburgh Agreement signalled the start of the campaign for Scottish independence and set in place one of the most keenly contested episodes in Scottish political history.


Just getting here was in itself remarkable and something few would have believed possible just a year previously. Up until two months before the 2011 Scottish Parliament election Labour held a double-digit lead over the SNP and were on course to become the largest party in Holyrood once again.


Labour had decisively won the 2010 election in Scotland and Scotland was the only part of the UK that recorded an increase in Labour’s share of the vote. Then it all changed, and by April 2011 the SNP had pulled level and by the end of the month it was the SNP that held a double-digit lead over the Labour Party.


There were a number of factors behind Labour’s spectacular collapse in the spring of 2011 but if anywhere can claim to be the birthplace of the independence referendum it is the unlikely setting of the Subway sandwich outlet in Glasgow’s Central Station.


It was here the then Scottish Labour Leader, Iain Gray, sought refuge from a bunch of placard-waving protesters intent on stopping him campaigning against SNP cuts to an airport link. In extraordinary scenes those protesters pursued Iain Gray into the bowels of the property where Gray was awkwardly forced to confront the protesters in excruciating fashion in front of the TV cameras.


After eventually fleeing in a taxi he only went on to make the situation ten times worse by bizarrely comparing this experience to his time in Rwanda and ‘the killing fields of Cambodia’. In one swoop Labour’s 2011 election campaign was effectively dead. The SNP then went on to win a majority of seats in the election.


The SNP had secured one of the biggest electoral victories ever recorded in Scotland with a 44.5% vote share, the party’s core mission of independence was supported by barely 30% of the Scottish public. The SNP had won the right to hold a referendum that was highly unlikely to be won.


To win we had to motivate, inspire and convince the Scottish people and campaign with a passion and conviction unseen in Scottish politics. Campaign teams were quickly assembled and the political battle commenced immediately but the first skirmishes were more of the phoney war variety. Until the spring of 2013 most of Scotland remained unfazed by the momentous decision that awaited them in just over a year’s time. Opinion polls remained defiantly in favour of Scotland remaining in the union and the campaign to remain in the UK was cruising to what seemed like a certain victory.


Things were about to change and an unforgettable political drama was just about to be played out in one of the most unusual and exciting political battles ever experienced in a European democracy.


This account picks up the state of play from the end of June 2013 and it will take you through the day-to-day twists and turns in what was the most important political campaign this nation has ever participated in.




2013


The independence referendum campaign comes to life.


Campaign teams are in place and battle has commenced but it looks like a mountain to climb for the forces of independence.




June 2013


Saturday 29 June


I’ve always kept diaries of my time in politics finding it cathartic to try and set out the developing political scene and to try to make sense of unfolding events. Writing it all down just helps clarify the issues for me and recording and reflecting the day gives me some sort of strange satisfaction and even a bit of solace and relief.


The independence referendum campaign feels just so different and seems so much bigger than anything that has happened before in my political life. I am therefore intending to write more extended entries and try and capture the prevailing mood and the developing agenda. All diaries start somewhere so today seems as good a day as any.


Sitting here at the end of June 2013 things are not looking all that encouraging for those of us who support the case for Scottish independence, and it’s difficult to see how we’re going to make progress in getting the majority we require. One thing we are going to have to do is get a lot more life into our so far moribund campaign.


The No campaign dominate the headlines. Their one task is to sew uncertainty and doubt about the viability of an independent Scotland and they have been singularly successful in pursuing this agenda. Their many questions about how an independent Scotland would operate has chimed with a sceptical Scottish public, unsure, or even hostile, to the whole independence proposition. In response we have been uncharacteristically timid and afraid to take chances. There is now a deeply embedded lethargy running throughout the whole Yes campaign.


Today I was at The Scots Independent newspaper’s annual lunch at the Salutation Hotel in Perth. I was invited as a columnist and asked to say a few words to the more ‘traditional’ wing of the independence movement. Here the mood was more sanguine than hopeful amongst our most experienced and hardened of party veterans. Decades of bitter electoral defeat and disappointment has trained this particular cadre to be patient and to ‘bide your time’. Their lesson is one that seems to have been assumed by the party as a whole. They show what a resilient but disciplined organisation we have become over these decades and how we are prepared to wait for that opportunity.


One thing that was missing was a sense of a campaign on its way to victory.


Just before retiring for the night a story was emerging that the No camp were claiming that Scotland would be hit by roaming charges in the event of independence. One of the now familiar and regular scare stories which dominate the referendum headlines. This runs contrary to everything that has been said in Europe about scrapping roaming charges throughout the EU. Doesn’t matter though, the hit’s been done, just as Scots are heading off to the beaches of Europe for their holidays. This just shows how far ahead of the game the Nos are and how they can get the hits they need, just at the time they need them.


Sunday 30 June


Last week the Sunday Herald ran a piece on Better Together and secured the gem that insiders refer to their job as ‘Project Fear’. It took the party and Yes quite a while to recognise the significance and value of this admission and the opportunities it presented to us. This week all efforts have been on getting ‘Project Fear’ as an established phrase in the independence lexicon.


Today the Sunday papers are full of Project Fear related stories and there is a curious self-consciousness emerging from the No camp. This is a tag that they are not entirely comfortable with and are finding hard to run away from. Particularly liked the quote from veteran Telegraph columnist, Alan Cochrane, who said whoever came up with the phrase ‘should be taken out and shot’. Quite what the Nos were thinking about letting out this leak would be anybody’s guess, but it is singularly helpful to us.




July 2013


Monday 1 July


Today Alex made a speech about an independent Scotland belonging to five unions after independence. The EU, NATO, the Social Union, Currency and the Monarchy. The only union we will be severing is the political and economic union. Some commentators are again calling this ‘indy lite’ and that suits me just fine. Nearly every opinion poll prior to the Edinburgh Agreement found a majority for devo-max or indy lite, or whatever you want to call it. If we can appeal to this audience then we have an opportunity to get them into the Yes camp on a strong reassurance message. But we have to make a more direct pitch for that constituency than we’re currently doing. Hopefully Alex’s speech will start that conversation.


Tuesday 2 July


Alex’s speech relatively well received and widely reported. Some unionists were a bit upset by the First Minister referring to them as a ‘parcel of rogues’. I’ve been trying to wind them up even further by comparing these contemporary ‘rogues’ with their 18th century counterparts. Where the 18th century rogues traded in gold – the 21st centuries variety trade in fear and scare stories. Suggested that the 18th century ‘rogues’ made our contemporary lot look like bungling amateurs. They didn’t like that one bit.


Surgeries round Highland Perthshire. I represent one of the most beautiful constituencies in the whole of the UK looking after a good part of the Central Highlands, East Perthshire and the city of Perth. Nowhere is nicer than the Perthshire Highlands. Reaching out from Dunkeld to beyond Rannoch Moor it takes in all the Tay river system, the Tay lochs, the Southern Cairngorms and iconic mountains such as Ben Lawers, Schiehallion and the Beinn A’Ghlo. It is stunning, and I love being here. I regularly hold surgeries in the area’s largest towns and villages, Aberfeldy, Pitlochry and Dunkeld, and even if it’s quiet it’s good being seen out and about and available.


This was solid Tory country giving them amongst their biggest majorities in Scotland after the war, but we’ve dominated here for the past 20 years increasing our share of the vote at each subsequent election. Up here we’re finding it difficult to secure support for independence, even amongst some of our most committed SNP voters, with a real distinction between support for the SNP and independence emerging. Quite hard to know what’s behind it but there definitely seems to be an urban/rural and demographic edge to it. It’s always presumed that the seats we hold will produce the biggest Yes vote. Not so sure that will actually be the case now. The Tories are in second place here and their voters are amongst the most resolute No supporters. They will depress the Yes vote in places like Perthshire but hopefully that will be offset from constituencies more receptive to our independence overtures.


Thursday 4 July


There’s an important piece this morning from Jim Sillars. Jim has been a constant critic of our indy approach and because he is so far outside the SNP tent his observations come unburdened by concerns about press reaction. In a Scotsman column Jim acerbically notes: ‘A comparison with the quality of the material produced by the Treasury and that produced by Salmond’s office in recent weeks, shows a difference between a Premier League and a Third-Division outfit’.


He also poses a question that will in time come to haunt many of us SNP Parliamentarians. He asks: ‘There is a question to ask of SNP backbenchers about the White Paper. What it says, or does not say, its substance or lack of it, will be one of the defining moments of the campaign. Whatever its content, SNP backbenchers will find themselves anchored to it. The question arises, therefore, if they are going to campaign for it, do they have a say in its content? Or will they see it only on the same day as the public, and thus, unlike the public who can be critical of it, be faced with the instruction from the Whips to give it unconditional support? Will they be excluded or included in its formulation? It’s a fair question.’


It is indeed.


The White Paper is gaining such significance that its publication is being anticipated like some sort of constitutional tablet of stone. It is being prepared not by the party or the movement but by the civil service and they may not be sufficiently emotionally connected to our movement or to our cause. I also anticipate that Jim’s ‘premier league team’ in the treasury, and elsewhere, are preparing to tear the white paper apart.


In other news it’s reported that such is the turmoil in Yes that heads are set to roll. Seemingly all the resource in Yes is going on salaries and no-one is seeing a return. Nobody seems to know what we want from ‘Yes’. Is it just cover for the SNP or is it now a real movement of its own? Movements of course need their own agendas, policies and hinterlands. What we have done is invent another independence campaign that is and isn’t associated with the SNP and may or may not be in competition with us! Already the press are ever eager to play one against the other, and anything said by one that differs even in the slightest from the other is played out in full on the front covers.


The only reason the No camp haven’t got properly stuck into all of this organisational shambles is that they are hamstrung by their own disastrous cross-party campaign, which if anything, is actually worse than ours.


Friday 5 July


This morning Westminster voted to hold an in/out European membership referendum putting it on a trajectory to completely withdraw from the EU. No SNP MPs were present at the vote and the whole debate only went to emphasise the different set of priorities between the UK and Scotland.


The Tory Government are pursuing this under pressure from the rise in the opinion polls of UKIP and tensions from their still unreconciled Euro-sceptic wing. The UK Government somehow believe that they can secure some sort of renegotiated EU membership package and put this in a referendum on EU membership. This is a particularly risky strategy and does nothing but embolden the many supporters of withdrawal within the Tory ranks. Such is the animosity towards the EU building up amongst Tory Euro-sceptics that even if the EU promised to redecorate the streets of London in gold there will still be a UK vote to leave the EU.


This is all very helpful as EU membership has become a massive indy issue with the various threats that we will be booted out with independence. If we can point to the Westminster Tories as the real threat to our EU membership we may just puncture this particular line.


This evening Andy Murray won his semi-final and will be appearing in his second Wimbledon final on Sunday. There’s a huge story about his Scottishness and his sporting success that occasionally rears its head in the non-stop reporting of his incredible sporting journey. Such is the tone of the debate that it is going to be highly unlikely that any sporting stars will declare how they’ll vote in the indyref. Most compete under the colours of the UK and I suspect that is where most of their allegiances will lie. Not so sure about Murray. The Saltire wristbands and the ‘anyone but England’ comments set him apart.


Sunday 7 July


Wimbledon tennis final and it was all going along as a wonderful triumph for Andy Murray with nothing other than the usual Scottish/ British banter that accompanies Murray playing. A few unionists were trying to provoke a response on social media, but it was all low-level, pretty insignificant stuff. Then amidst the celebrations following his incredible victory Alex Salmond pulled out a massive Saltire right behind David Cameron’s head. He just seemed to be standing there with his wife Moira waving it joyously. It was one of these ‘am I believing what I’m seeing’ moments and was quite hilarious in the stuffy, starch shirted environment of Wimbledon’s Centre Court.


Unionists were completely blindsided and didn’t know how to respond. They knew they had to attack him but were unsure on what basis. They couldn’t attack our flag, or patriotism, so they went on the ‘juvenile stunt’ thing. Some did get carried away and a thread of anti-Scottishness started to appear on social media.


Monday 8 July


Today is all about that flag. Unionists still uneasy about their response and there is a sense of us backing down. We should be playing the indignant card. The sort of ‘how dare they say where and when we fly our flag’. Of course we’re not. I put something on these lines on social media and got an incredible response. Emailed Kevin Pringle and asked if we were going to follow up Alex’s fantastic stunt? No, we weren’t, Kevin tersely informed me, so the chance to take advantage of a key indy moment, gone.


Tuesday 9 July


Scottish Holyrood press pack on the House of Commons Terrace tonight. Don’t get to see them much and they seemed genuinely pleased to see us. A curious and almost self-conscious bunch, they are the gatekeepers of the debate. We have a complicated relationship with this (on a whole) quite nice bunch of people. We of course spend too much time agonising over what they write about us. The thing is barely anybody reads their stuff anymore and it’s an ever-diminishing audience for their hard worked copy.


All of the Scottish press is anti-independence and there are next to no journalists working in the Scottish mainstream press openly sympathetic to our cause. In the last few months a phalanx of independence-supporting websites and alternative media has emerged and they are increasingly becoming popular with independence supporters and those curious about our case. Though not in the same league as the mainstream press this development has certainly been helpful. We therefore do all we can to direct people to these sites and a lot of these sites have started to develop a powerful character of their own.


Another place where we dominate is on social media. The Yes campaign has made social media its own and it has helped spread our campaign themes and offer encouragement. The problem is that a lot of the conversation on social media is not always of the polished variety and the No campaign has been throwing everything to undermine our efforts by characterising a lot of the discourse as abuse and bullying. So far their efforts have not deterred the development of our online indy resource but how this plays out will be one of the key battle grounds in the message wars.


Wednesday 10 July


An adjournment debate in the name of Ian Davidson the chair of the silly Scottish Affairs Committee, on postal services in Scotland ‘post 2014’. They of course wanted to have the debate titled postal services in a ‘separate’ Scotland but I got the use of the word separate banned from debate titles in the Commons. They had a similar debate with the ‘separate’ title timetabled a couple of months ago so I phoned the clerks up and asked what a separate Scotland was, and asked why a pejorative term was allowed in a Commons debate?


The clerks reasonably ruled that ‘separate’ should not have been allowed. The unionists were so angry and upset about this that they boycotted their own debate when they found they couldn’t use their favourite pejorative term. Sensing a self-defeating stand-off the unionists skilfully negotiated a compromise where the words ‘post 2014’ would be used instead of ‘separate’. Hilarious! So today was the first such ‘post 2014/separate’ debate. The timing couldn’t be worse. Today was the day when Westminster announced that the Royal Mail was to be privatised.


Westminster group meeting tonight, probably the last before recess, so I used it to raise a number of issues. But first Angus Robertson went through, once again, his 500 business contact proposals. He wants us to get 500 businesses to meetings on independence in each constituency. Such is the support for independence amongst our business community we’d be lucky to get 15. Fair play to Angus, though. He’s sticking to this. Instead of saying what I thought of the proposal I suggested that, why don’t we get each parliamentarian to come up with three original suggestions in how we could shift the stagnant opinion polls on indy? I got the ‘that’s a good idea Pete’ before it being completely mentally disposed of and forgotten about.


Later that evening we had the group and staff summer recess night out. Just as we were concluding our evening of pizza and chianti the news was coming through of Whitehall’s plans to ‘annex’ Faslane, à la Cyprus, to secure the base for the rUK in the event of independence. This appeared in a Guardian article and was quite incredible in its almost imperial arrogance.


Thursday 11 July


Papers full of the annex story today and there is genuine rage that the UK would even consider annexing part of an independent Scotland. By 11am the plan was dumped by Number 10 and Cameron was distancing the Government from the Guardian story. It did though give an interesting insight into what is being considered in the dark recesses of Whitehall in the event of our success.


Sunday 14 July


At T in the Park today and it was typically brilliant and had a useful discussion with Festival Director Geoff Ellis. Watching some of the Scottish bands perform it struck me that we really need their support to ensure a majority of the under 30 vote. I remember how important cultural support for devolution was when nearly all of my contemporaries signed up for the cause of the Scottish Parliament. Bands and performers are such great ambassadors for causes and they build solid support and create valuable momentum. It also makes the cause cool amongst young people and independence must be seen as the cool choice.


The Yes group ‘National Collective’ is beginning to find its feet and starting to have an impact on artists and creatives but we still have a long way to go looking at what’s going on here. So far we only have my (devolution) generation signed up for independence but we have to get Scottish bands like Frightened Rabbit, The View, and Twin Atlantic, who all played great sets yesterday. Predictably there was no-one there from Yes and you would have no idea that in just over a year we’re having a referendum on independence.


Wednesday 17 July


Last PMQs of the term today and tried to get taken (ignored again). I’ve never had a question to Cameron since he was elected PM and have taken to standing to try to get in. Miliband was truly awful and was trounced by a confident Cameron bolstered by opinion polls and Labour’s union woes.


MP4 rehearsal tonight. I put together our parliamentary rock band with Ian Cawsey about ten years ago and we’ve gone on to be a Parliamentary institution. Totally cross-party and coming from constituencies across the UK, we are the only Parliamentary rock band anywhere in the world. We’ve played all the party conferences and even recorded an album with top record producer Robin Millar. It’s great fun and over the years we have all become good friends and have risen to the giddying heights of just about competent. We’re playing the Musicians’ Union next week, so a tougher audience than usual but confident we will be treated kindly.


Friday 26 July


With our External Affairs Minister Humza Yousaf all day in a variety of events to develop links and secure support from Perthshire’s ethnic minorities. Humza is a capable, talented and very likeable young man. At the age of 28 he is our youngest Minister and has featured twice for us on Question Time. Just to curse his prospects it has even been said that he is a possible future First Minister. Humza worked for us at Westminster before swapping Westminster for Holyrood to work for the late Bashir Ahmad, whose Holyrood list seat he inherited when Bashir died. He’s also great fun to be with and I have been working with him in developing some of the materials in the citizenship and immigration part of the White Paper.


Support shouldn’t be too hard to secure from Perth’s South Asian community. I was the first Perthshire Parliamentarian to visit the Perth Mosque and have retained very good relations having helped countless Perthshire Asians resolve their many immigration difficulties over the years. We visited the mosque and met the local committee where it became apparent that, whilst there may be questions, their support was more or less assured.


Later Humza and I had an opportunity to talk over the immigration and citizenship parts of the White Paper. My view is that we have to do as little as possible to the rest of the UK so that they can’t threaten us with border posts and restricted travel. We are going to stick to the points-based system and continue with the common travel area throughout the UK, whilst doing what we can round the edges to suggest some sort of different approach.


Last event was a Scots for Independence meeting in the Fair Maid’s House in the city. It was predictably quiet for 3pm on a Friday afternoon and Roseanna Cunningham’s staff, who organised it, invited a stellar cast. We had the top human rights lawyer, Aamer Anwar and Euro candidate Tasmina Ahmed-Sheikh as well as Humza, Roseanna and me. For the 50 or so members of the public who attended they heard from two Government Ministers, an MP, and three top human rights lawyers.


Sunday 28 July


First opinion poll on independence for months today and it is a bit of a mixed bag. Coming from Panelbase it shows a rise of 1% in our support taking us to 37% but it also shows a rise of 2% for the Nos taking them to 46%. This is actually encouraging as I thought we would be struggling to get over 30% just now. Importantly, what it shows is that we only need a swing of 5% to take the lead. The party is obviously very happy with this and everyone sharing the poll on social media. Another factor that has been picked up by the media is on the ‘likely to vote’ category and that strongly favours us. Think the No camp will be just a little bit exercised and concerned this morning.


It’s been difficult getting people out to canvass (or any activity) to support the Yes campaign and the regular Thursday night canvassing is usually just me and one or two others. This is curious as we (the party) should be totally focussed on winning the referendum and one would have expected a huge and overwhelming commitment. Many reasons are given for the lack of activity ranging from anxiety about the questions that may be asked on the doorstep to the belief that there is still a lot of time left till the referendum. If we’re going to win this we will have to get in front of people and seek to persuade them.




August 2013


Saturday 10 August


It’s the kilt run in Perth this morning. Perth is attempting to break the world record for runners in kilts and the whole city is quite excited about it. I went to bed early last night in preparation and of course didn’t sleep a wink. Done a bit of training but this will now count for nothing given my lack of sleep state. Worse than that I have to get back and changed and up to the Black Isle for Runrig’s 40th Birthday Show. Sure I’ll get through the day but just now I’m not entirely sure how.


Did the kilt run in an impressive 31 minutes and was very pleased with it. We broke the ‘official’ record with 1,300 or so runners but Perth Canada still has the ‘unofficial’ record of 1,800. Unfortunately for Perth Canada they didn’t properly register it with the Guinness World Records. So way to go Perth Scotland.


The Runrig gig was great and I was asked up on stage with my former colleague, singer Donnie Munro. Donnie’s a curious figure who stood twice (unsuccessfully) as a Labour Parliamentary candidate. Donnie would almost certainly have been Scotland’s first culture secretary if he had managed to get those last few hundred votes in the first Scottish Parliament election in his home constituency in Skye. A very impressive man with a huge intellectual hinterland and bucketloads of charisma, Donnie at the height of our success was just about the most recognised man in Scotland.


Where all the rest of the Runrig guys made the journey from Labour to the SNP through the ’80s and ’90s Donnie remained resolutely Labour mainly down to his friend and political mentor the former Labour Minister, Brian Wilson. The Donnie I met tonight, though, seemed genuinely conflicted about the independence referendum. He had dinner in Skye with the First Minister the previous week and Alex had obviously made his usual impressive impact. Would be great if Donnie completed this journey and joined the rest of the ‘Runrig’ family on the Yes side.


No such issue with the other performers present. Julie Fowlis, the singer in the animated film Brave, is a huge supporter and told me she is meeting Nicola Sturgeon this week. That also goes for top fiddler Duncan Chisholm and rising Gaelic stars, Mànran. Was a great night and will always be grateful to the Runrig guys for their support, encouragement and for just being the incredible talents that they are.


Tuesday 13 August


Woke up to the news that an American ‘polling expert’ was predicting that Yes have virtually ‘no chance’ of winning the referendum. The man in question was Nate Silver, and his credentials seem to be based on the fact that he predicted the correct result for each state in the last American election. This proved to be so newsworthy that the Scotsman put it on its front page. Almost like a red rag Yes types immediately started burrowing around Mr Silver, and lo and behold, they found that this (always right) American called the last UK election wrong. Almost unembarrassed by this revelation the story even continued to get prominence for the rest of the day.


In the afternoon I was on a panel for the British Youth Council with Willie Rennie, Lab MSP Drew Smith, Tory councillor David Miekle and the Yes campaign’s Gail Lythgoe. The audience were a mixed bunch of articulate and politically turned-on young people and the debate was mainly consensual. Young people’s voting intentions in the indyref are still pretty much a mystery but there is good evidence that we are doing badly with the under 20s. We thought that young people would be the most eager Yes supporters and their reticence has surprised us. Don’t know how we’ll turn this round but know that more work certainly needs to be done.


Wednesday 14 August


The Yes campaign was arguing its case with ‘all the passion of a robot’. This was the withering assessment of former SNP leader, Gordon Wilson, in this morning’s papers. He went on to say that ‘there is an absence of vision, passion and emotion. National freedom does not exist in a sterile environment’. Typically blunt, it is a view that chimes with a large constituency in the party who feel that we are not pushing the Yes cause with the necessary dynamism.


Gordon Wilson is a prickly figure with a range of views and opinions that sits uncomfortably with the general message of the party and he inevitably went on to spoil this with a silly attack on the ‘cancer’ of the south of England, and calling for further referendums on the EU and the monarchy. The result is that his criticism of the tone of the campaign will be lost in the more bizarre comments. Gordon has also emerged as one of the main opponents of equal marriage and his credibility amongst most people in the party has therefore been diminished if not lost completely. It would also have to be said that under his disastrous leadership our current campaign would look positively exciting compared to his thoroughly dismal leadership style. Probably, just as well then, he will never be seen as a figure who those unhappy with the way the referendum effort are going to congregate around.


Almost like a gift to the Yes side today is the day that Scotland plays England at Wembley. Twenty-thousand passionate Scots have descended on London and the rest of the nation is wrapped up in that warm soft Scottish patriotism that accompanies Scotland football games.


So what has Yes and the SNP done to try and motivate this Scottish enthusiasm into support for Yes? Absolutely nothing. Almost unbelievably we have backed off saying anything about the game other than the usual banal ‘good luck Scotland’ messages. There is obviously a bit of work to do to pitch for the ‘Scotland support’ constituency without being gratuitous and blatantly obvious but no-one is even thinking about starting this crucial work, and probably no-one will.


England eventually won a fantastic game 3–2 where Scotland led twice. Great behaviour from the Tartan Army and you would hardly have thought that we were a year out from an epoch defining referendum.


Thursday 15 August


There’s been a meeting with the Scottish Government and NATO. The unionist-supporting press report this as a dressing down for Yes, a sort of ‘you don’t get into our club unless you accept our nukes’ telling off. Then there is the Yes side reporting it as a meeting of minds.


It’s hard to imagine the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation not accepting Scotland as a member as you can’t get more North Atlantic than Scotland and we couldn’t be more strategically important at the point where the North Sea meets the Atlantic at the bottom of the Iceland Pass. But I’m also pretty sure that the UK Government have made their position clear to their allies and they would expect NATO to make life as difficult as possible for us.


The SNP of course made NATO membership an iconic issue. Uniquely, of all the policy ‘refinements’ of the past year NATO was properly debated at our last conference. In what was a high-quality debate the party narrowly supported a motion supporting NATO membership dependent on Scotland being a non-nuclear state. It lost us two MSPs but it was the right thing to do. Going into the referendum anti-NATO would be almost indy suicide. However, being non-nuclear is an absolute red line and even those like me who are prepared to set the bar as high as possible to get a Yes vote could never accept a compromise in our non-nuclear commitment.




Sunday 18 to Saturday 24, 2013: in Catalonia


Two days in Barcelona, two in Girona and two on the coast in Calella. Fantastic time learning more about the Catalan independence movement. Spent the week speaking to commentators, politicians, academics and campaigners. There is absolutely no doubt whatsoever that independence is the settled will of the Catalan people and there is a clear majority in favour. I’m here in advance of the ‘Catalan Way’ the human chain which will run the length of the country. Four-hundred-thousand people will link arms in the cause of Catalan independence and if anything it will be oversubscribed. This is to be held on the Catalan national day and follows the 1.5 million that marched in Barcelona the previous year.


Madrid is still refusing to engage in the debate about Catalan independence and continue to say no to any referendum leading to what is becoming a pretty tense political stand-off. The pro-independence parties are therefore considering what options they have. One thing being considered is dissolving the Catalan Parliament and causing elections where all the pro-independence parties stand on a manifesto exclusively on independence. This, they believe will give them a mandate for independence if a referendum continues to be forbidden. It is also a very risky strategy and everyone I spoke to was unsure about the way forward and how exactly the independence process will be advanced.
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