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To all sincere (and polite) advocates of either ‘independence’ or the ‘Union’ – you’ll probably find the solution is somewhere in between.

























INTRODUCTION: THE BREAK-UP OF BRITAIN?







To accuse those who support freedom of self-determination, i.e. freedom to secede, of encouraging separatism, is as foolish and hypocritical as accusing those who advocate freedom of divorce of encouraging the destruction of family ties.


Lenin, ‘The Right of Nations to Self-Determination’ (1914)





It [the UK] might or might not break up. Labour might or might not recover. What the Scots Tories and Liberals might or might not do is anyone’s guess. The safest prophecy is that Scottish politics would be complex and unpredictable, and might be rather savage if the hope of universal prosperity as the Kuwait of the North, or as an industrial economy whose problems will miraculously disappear with independence (unlike those of, say, the English north-east), proves unreal. What is pretty certain is that it will be nothing like another Norway.


Eric Hobsbawm, ‘Some Reflections on “The Break-Up of Britain”’ (1977)





In 1977 – the year I was born – the left-wing writer Tom Nairn published a book (actually a collection of his writing for the New Left Review) called The Break-Up of Britain: Crisis and Neo-Nationalism. It proved to be an incredibly influential work, not least among a generation of Scottish Nationalists who, that same year, seemed on the cusp of gaining a devolved Scottish Assembly, if not outright independence. ‘An independent voice,’ gushed The Observer of the book’s author, ‘and an eloquent one.’


Nairn’s central thesis was that the state of ‘Britain’ (or rather the United Kingdom) was in the process of breaking up. Although he was rather vague as to timescale, looking ahead to the ‘next century’ he concluded it was ‘certain that at some point in this period the British regime will finally founder’. This, he argued, was a result of ‘capitalist uneven development’; Welsh and Scottish Nationalism, in short, was viewed by the author as an ‘escape from the final stages of a shipwreck’.


A lot of the analysis in The Break-Up of Britain concerns themes that remain familiar several decades on. Not exactly an out-and-out separatist (a word Nairn did not feel embarrassed to use), he instead advocated ‘building up a new, fairer, more federal British order’ as opposed to the ‘dingy, fearful compromise’ of ‘devolution’, and wrote approvingly of a Scottish National Party (SNP) advancing the ‘concept of an Association of British States as the successor to the United Kingdom’, preserving what was ‘functional’ or ‘viable’ in the Union via ‘negotiated agreements among the constituent parts’.


Nairn was dismissive of again familiar-sounding counter-arguments such as ‘You could never manage on your own … Surely we’re better all together … It’s irrelevant to people’s real problems’ while noting acerbically that the recent debate surrounding the UK’s accession to the then European Economic Community demonstrated that ‘nationalism’ in the ‘familiar disparaging sense’ was ‘by no means confined to the smaller nations’.1 Nairn’s analysis was Marxist, although in a review Eric Hobsbawm felt Nairn needed reminding ‘of the basic fact that Marxists as such are not nationalists’.


But while engagingly written and frequently insightful (though Hobsbawm noted ‘a tendency to anti-English invective’),2 Nairn got much wrong. Self-evidently the UK was not about to break up, for when the third edition of The Break-Up of Britain appeared in 2003 ‘Britain’ was still very much together, as it remains in the early twenty-first century. Public support for Scottish independence remains stuck at around a third; in Wales secessionist momentum is virtually non-existent, while in Northern Ireland, where support for the status quo is rising even among its Catholic community, independence – or rather reunification with the South – is less in prospect than at any point since the height of the Troubles.


But then, the UK described by Nairn thirty-six years ago is in important respects very different from today. In 1997/98 the British state opted for the ‘dingy, fearful compromise’ of devolution to Scotland, Wales and London, and shortly after signed the Good Friday Agreement, demonstrating that even violent, seemingly intractable territorial disputes could be resolved. Nevertheless, Nairn’s Britain is at the same time familiar: an electorally popular SNP, devolution and independence debated at length, an economy in crisis, anxiety over immigration, the Queen celebrating her Jubilee and a hung Parliament preoccupied with matters Continental.


All of which serves as a reminder, if one was needed, that in politics there is nothing new under the sun, and particularly so when it comes to the Scottish Question. Indeed, many of the issues discussed in this book have been raked over since the late 1960s, when the SNP first achieved its electoral breakthrough. But this is a new perspective with more up-to-date statistics, anecdotes and, inevitably, prejudices. Its purpose is to explore the greatest challenge facing the famously uncodified British constitution since the early 1920s. Naturally, readers will search for – and even identify – bias. About this there is little I can do. And although what follows may appear to point in one direction (or indeed the other), that was not my intention.


Rather, the starting point of this book is that anything is possible, which is not to say it would be either easy or desirable. At the time of writing it looks likely ‘no’ will trump ‘yes’ when Scots go to the polls on 18 September 2014, but I have tried hard not to assume that outcome in the analysis that follows. Too often the independence debate has thrown up large topics for discussion – the role of government, the limits of welfare, or how to square globalisation with aspirations of ‘sovereignty’ – only to argue about them in small ways. Too much stress has been placed on personalities and transient governments; too little on what used to be called the art of the possible.


So this, essentially a distillation (hopefully a fine-tasting one) of more than a decade writing, thinking and broadcasting about Scottish politics and the independence question, attempts to cut through the noise and get as close as possible to the essence of the current debate. Hopefully, it will also answer the question I often get asked – particularly in London – as to why a sizeable minority of Scots are so intent on pursuing independence. ‘It is not at all obvious,’ pondered the Times columnist Bill Emmott in May 2011,




except to English nationalists happy to wave the Scots goodbye. Too few opportunities to fly the Saltire, or too weak a sense of national identity? Come off it. Too little autonomy over vital public-policy issues such as health, the law, or education? Hardly. Frustration at not sharing the delights of being a small, peripheral country in the Eurozone, or of not having had responsibility for Fred the Shred and the Royal Bank of Scotland? Er, well, no.3





The Scottish debate can be baffling to outsiders, so this book has also been written with non-Scots in mind, and naturally focuses on the SNP’s vision of independence. As the former Scottish government minister Bruce Crawford observed in 2012:




There are of course others with a legitimate view of how an independent Scotland would look. We should respect their views, give them the space to articulate them but make no mistake. It will be the SNP view that will predominate, and it will be the SNP view that the vast majority of the people will hear.4





This book was also written against the backdrop of endless chatter about the UK’s future relationship with Europe. At points it all seemed terribly familiar: speculation as to whether there would be a referendum, if so when it would be held, what question it would ask and what precisely its instigators hoped to achieve in constitutional terms. Most of the time – certainly viewed from Westminster – that European debate easily drowned out its Scottish analogue.


The Liberal Democrat MP Charles Kennedy summed it up well in a tweet: ‘Amazing that the Conservative and Unionist party still obsesses over a euro ref when the UK itself is under threat from a real ref next year.’ The former Tory grandee turned BBC chairman Lord Patten made a similar point at a Press Gallery lunch, expressing surprise that so much time was spent talking about Europe ‘and not nearly as much time, indeed hardly any time, talking about the Scottish referendum’.


All the more curious when one remembers that while a Euro referendum is both hypothetical (dependent, among other things, on a Conservative majority in 2015) and some way off, that on Scottish independence is both tangible and fast approaching. Only the outgoing Cabinet Secretary Sir Gus O’Donnell recognised both as ‘enormous challenges’ in late 2011: ‘whether to keep our kingdom united and how to make the EU operate in the best interests of its citizens’.


Both Europe and Scotland have been much discussed in Room 12 of the Parliamentary Press Gallery, where I have spent an enjoyable year masquerading as a lobby correspondent, kept company by Graeme Demianyk (born in Stirling) and Nick Lester (formerly of Falkirk), who listened to me banging on about Scottish politics with unfailing humour and even occasional interest. I should also record my thanks to Sean Bye for letting me bounce thoughts and ideas off him. His perspective as an intelligent outsider was invaluable, while Olivia Beattie at Biteback did a fine job of editing the original typescript.


This book will obviously appear in the midst of a debate that is constantly developing. Scarcely a day goes by without the publication of a report, a (UK or Scottish) government statement or an important piece of commentary. The Battle for Britain is not the first word on the subject, nor will it be the last, and therefore I have not been able to comment on anything that appeared after September 2013. Let me conclude with the usual line about any errors of fact or interpretation being my responsibility and mine alone. We all make mistakes, something that is certain not to change even if Scotland becomes independent.





David Torrance


London/Edinburgh


September 2013


www.davidtorrance.com


@davidtorrance
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CHAPTER 1


THE EDINBURGH AGREEMENT





It was almost as if Scotland had already become an independent country. Sitting at an unremarkable table in Alex Salmond’s equally unremarkable office at St Andrew’s House in Edinburgh, David Cameron glanced at his Scottish counterpart before handing over his copy of what became known as the ‘Edinburgh Agreement’. The First Minister of Scotland beamed as he added his signature to the document; the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom was more controlled, appearing businesslike rather than pleased. Salmond looked up for the benefit of photographers, Cameron did not. ‘Right,’ said the latter as both men got to their feet. ‘The switch,’ he added, almost as if talking himself through the agreed sequence of events. The two men then exchanged their copies – printed on neutral beige paper – of the Agreement. Finally, they shook hands as the Prime Minister murmured ‘there we are’, and photographers snapped away.


After more than a year of political shadow boxing they had agreed that Scots would vote on independence in a referendum to be held by the end of 2014. But the symbolism was obvious. ‘Scotland is already looking and feeling like an independent nation,’ noted one of Salmond’s advisers. ‘[This] sets a template for the relationship that would exist after independence.’ Constitutionally the more senior of the two, Cameron had travelled to Edinburgh rather than summon Salmond to London, while the exchange of signatures took place in front of a predominantly yellow map of Scotland. The yellow, although it was not immediately obvious, denoted constituencies won by the Scottish National Party in the Scottish Parliament elections of May 2011.1


It was that triumph, that overall SNP majority in a parliament designed to prevent one party dominating, which had brought the two politicians together on 15 October 2012, a crisp, clear autumn’s day. It had begun with the First Minister at a school in Edinburgh (reading from the children’s book We’re Going on a Bear Hunt)2 and the Prime Minister visiting the Rosyth dockyard with the none-too-subtle backdrop of a half-constructed aircraft carrier (‘this is a success story that the whole of the United Kingdom can take great pride in’). Later they met, as two leaders within one kingdom, at the entrance to St Andrew’s House, an imposing 1930s edifice which used to house the old Scottish Office. Aptly, one of the allegorical figures above its large brass doors is called ‘State Craft’, depicting a male figure holding open a scroll with both hands.


But the day did not feel statesmanlike, or particularly historic. As the Prime and First Ministers shook hands for the assembled media there were no demonstrations or banners, just barriers and police officers, while a lone voice yelled, slightly incoherently: ‘Vote yes for independence, Mr Cameron.’ Some of those present in Alex Salmond’s fifth-floor office remembered him being uncharacteristically ‘low-key’, perhaps because his advisers had told him not to look triumphalist. ‘We didn’t regard this as a treaty, a summit or anything else; we were simply doing a deal to transfer power,’ recalled a Whitehall adviser. ‘The Prime Minister’s role was also businesslike, he didn’t stick around.’3


Although Salmond was deferential to inter-governmental protocol, this courtesy did not always extend to the Prime Minister (‘So what drove the Camerons out of Scotland?’ the First Minister once asked him nonchalantly, a barbed reference to Cameron’s Scottish ancestry).4 Nevertheless there was a degree of mutual respect. Both men were smart operators, shrewd tacticians who revelled in their political status if not the philosophy and nitty-gritty of politics. They had much in common, despite being separated by age and class, an Old (but at the same time younger) Etonian pitched against a product of Linlithgow High School. One of the first things Cameron had done on becoming Prime Minister in 2010 had been to visit Salmond in Edinburgh as part of his so-called ‘respect agenda’, while inside Downing Street the First Minister was generally held in high regard as a political operator.


Despite Westminster reluctance, the Scottish government had been keen to big up the significance of the event. Its website later referred to the signing as ‘ratification’ of the Agreement (Salmond called it an ‘accord’), which imbued an essentially political agreement with a legal status it did not possess.5 It did, of course, have legal and political ramifications, not least a commitment by the UK government to promote an Order in Council under Section 30 of the Scotland Act 1998, the legislation that had established the devolved Scottish Parliament. Although that parliament – housed in a controversial new building at Holyrood since 2004 – had wide-ranging powers, the ability to hold a referendum on independence was not among them.


But a Section 30 Order would temporarily grant the Scottish government that power, subject to a majority vote by Members of the Scottish Parliament (MSPs). Of course there were caveats: it was to be a single-question referendum, rather than the two-question ballot Salmond had often hinted at, and the question would have to be put by the end of 2014. (The UK government considered the temporary nature of these powers crucial, there existing a genuine fear that Holyrood might try to hold further referendums, for example following an election victory in May 2016). Constitutional lawyers had spent years speculating over what would happen were the Scottish government to hold an ultra vires poll, but a Section 30 Order, asserted the text of the Agreement, would put that ‘beyond doubt’.


Otherwise, the UK and Scottish governments agreed the referendum should:




	have a clear base;


	be legislated for by the Scottish Parliament;


	be conducted so as to command the confidence of parliaments, government and people; and


	deliver a fair test and decisive expression of the views of people in Scotland and a result that everyone would respect.





It thus fell to the Scottish government to place a Referendum Bill before the Scottish Parliament, which the Agreement stipulated ought to ‘meet the highest standards of fairness, transparency and propriety, informed by consultation and independent expert advice’. In particular, the legislation would set out:




	the date of the referendum;


	the franchise;


	the wording of the question;


	rules on campaign financing; and


	other rules for the conduct of the referendum.6






This, although it was not spelled out in the short text of the Agreement, meant the Scottish government could set the date of the referendum (provided it took place before the end of 2014), extend the franchise to sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds (a long-standing SNP, and indeed Liberal Democrat, pledge), decide the wording of the question (subject to Electoral Commission approval) and stipulate campaign financing (again, subject to EC oversight). Usefully, the fact that both governments had ceded some ground allowed both to claim victory; in reality, it was a political draw.


Nationalists later placed great emphasis on paragraph 30 of the Agreement, headed ‘Co-operation’, the final sentence of which read: ‘The two governments are committed to continue to work together constructively in the light of the outcome, whatever it is, in the best interests of the people of Scotland and of the rest of the United Kingdom.’7 Although the UK government considered this innocuous, their Scottish counterparts imbued it with greater significance, convinced it meant Westminster could neither ‘scaremonger’ against independence nor obstruct its progress should there be a ‘yes’ vote. Advisers at Westminster, meanwhile, dismissed this reading of paragraph 30 as ‘absurd’.


Two other signatories to the Agreement had been notable players in the political drama thus far: the then Secretary of State for Scotland, Liberal Democrat MP Michael Moore, and Nicola Sturgeon, who, as Deputy First Minister of Scotland, had concluded the referendum negotiations just days before Salmond and David Cameron put pen to paper.8 Once that was done, the Prime Minister gave brief television interviews on the roof of St Andrew’s House before heading back to London without even acknowledging reporters gathered outside. His aides claimed this was to avoid hogging the limelight. ‘The First Minister wants to attract as much attention as possible,’ one UK government source said. ‘We just want to bomb him with reasonableness.’ Another official put it more cynically: ‘We had given them just enough rope to hang themselves.’9


Reporters from all over the world had descended upon Edinburgh, no doubt intrigued by the novelty of the occasion. CNN referred to the referendum taking place 700 years after ‘William Wallace died for Scottish independence’, while the Washington Post said the vote ‘sets up the possibility that Washington’s closest strategic ally could be torn asunder’. Closer to home, the Herald newspaper dubbed it ‘A DATE WITH DESTINY’, while the Scottish Sun read simply: ‘SHAKE OR BREAK TIME.’


‘I want to be the Prime Minister that keeps the United Kingdom together,’ Cameron told the BBC, betraying an understandable fear of becoming a 21st-century version of Lord North, who had lost the American colonies in 1776. ‘The people of Scotland voted for a party that wanted to have a referendum on independence. I’ve made sure – showing respect – that we can have that referendum in a way that is decisive, that is legal, that is fair.’ The Prime Minister even mimicked Salmond’s populist rhetoric by claiming the deal had delivered ‘the people’s referendum’.


With that, he was off, leaving Salmond and his deputy, Nicola Sturgeon, to face the media in the bowels of St Andrew’s House, where the Scottish government had been free to indulge itself with a couple of huge Saltires. The Agreement, Salmond told reporters, paved the way ‘for the most important decision our country of Scotland has made in several hundred years’. When the BBC’s political editor, Nick Robinson, asked why, after a summer in which Andy Murray and Sir Chris Hoy had wrapped themselves in the Union flag, he wanted to rip it up, Salmond replied with a smile: ‘I don’t want to rip anything, we’re not in the business of ripping things up. We’re in the business of developing a new relationship between the peoples of these islands; I think a more beneficial, independent and equal relationship – that’s what we’re about.’


Later, Salmond said the Agreement marked a ‘significant step in Scotland’s Home Rule journey’, an interesting turn of phrase which summed up his gradualist approach to constitutional change. ‘The Scottish government has an ambitious vision for Scotland,’ he added, ‘a prosperous and successful European country, reflecting Scottish values of fairness and opportunity, promoting equality and social cohesion. A Scotland with a new place in the world – as an independent nation.’


But despite the fine words, at this point – indeed, at every point in the process – Salmond was acutely aware independence was not the settled will of the Scottish people, only around a third of whom consistently told pollsters they would vote ‘yes’ in the autumn of 2014. Writing in The Scotsman the following day, Stephen Noon, the ‘yes’ campaign’s chief strategist, cryptically remarked that ‘detailed research’ showed that opinion polls did ‘not adequately reflect’ where Scottish opinion was. ‘For many who today say No,’ he said, ‘a more appropriate description would be not proven.’10


Nevertheless, the pan-Scottish jury was still out and smart political tactics required a recalibration of how independence was presented to the electorate. ‘My passion has never been to cross some imaginary constitutional finishing line and think the race is won,’ wrote Salmond, a little disingenuously, in The Guardian a few days later. ‘My aim now, as it always has been, is to deliver a better and fairer society for the people of Scotland. It happens that independence is the way to do this’ [my italics]. Key to this ‘better and fairer society’ was what the First Minister called Scotland’s ‘social contract’, ‘which has delivered universal benefits such as free university education and personal care for our elderly’; a contract he claimed was ‘now threatened by both Labour and the Tories’. Only a ‘yes’ vote, therefore, could ‘properly protect these gains’.


So welfare, then being reformed by the coalition government with partial support from the Labour Party, was – in the SNP’s eyes – a key battleground in the independence debate. David Cameron, on the other hand, argued that UK-wide institutions like social security bound the nations and regions of the UK closely together. ‘This marks the beginning of an important chapter in Scotland’s story and allows the real debate to begin,’ he said shortly before the Agreement was signed. ‘It paves the way so that the biggest question of all can be settled: a separate Scotland or a United Kingdom? I will be making a very positive argument for our United Kingdom.’


Despite his relatively low-key presence in Edinburgh that day, the Prime Minister was quietly confident he had done the right thing by intervening in the Scottish debate and forcing – as the UK government saw it – Mr Salmond’s hand, compelling him to stop dragging his feet and name the day. Until that point the SNP leader had appeared invincible. Despite the absence of any groundswell in support for independence, the First Minister’s sheer force of personality and his unparalleled success in winning an overall majority at the 2011 Holyrood election had created the sense that anything was possible.


Still, while both leaders had handled the initial skirmishes well, this had only been the beginning. The phoney battle for Britain was over; now, with the completion of the Edinburgh Agreement, the real fight had begun – and the stakes could not be higher. ‘The game’s changing in this all the time,’ Salmond told an interviewer that evening, ‘and I think the game will change in favour of the “yes” campaign.’


‘A change is coming, and the people are ready’


The game had begun more than a year earlier when, against all the odds, the SNP had won a remarkable 45.4 per cent of the constituency vote (to Labour’s 31.7 per cent), and 44 per cent of the PR regional list (to Labour’s 26.3 per cent) in the fourth elections to the Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh. This gave the SNP sixty-nine seats to Labour’s thirty-seven, and thus an overall majority. Not only was this impressive, it was supposed to be electorally impossible.


It was an all-time high for the SNP in electoral terms, and therefore easy for Nationalists to interpret as indicating growing support for independence. As the playwright David Greig put it, ‘If the Union between Scotland and England has been a marriage, then the Holyrood election was like the moment when the wife looks at her husband and realises – suddenly and clearly – that it’s over.’ The result, however, actually had relatively little to do with independence, the party’s raison d’être since its formation in 1934. Historically, support for this among Scots voters had hovered around a third, and in 2011 remained at that level, perhaps even lower according to some opinion polls.


Rather, it was a perception of ‘competence’ (and indeed the incompetence of the possible alternatives) that had attracted voters to the SNP in record numbers. Alex Salmond had run an attractive, upbeat campaign on the basis of ‘team, record, vision’, and had been rewarded handsomely. But a post-election study revealed the ‘vision’ part of that vote-winning triumvirate was actually the least popular. It put support for independence at just 24 per cent, with the status quo and ‘more powers’ (of which more later) tied on 38 per cent.11 Forty-five per cent of voting Scots might have backed the SNP to run a devolved government, but between a quarter and a third of those had no intention of supporting independence in a referendum.


Despite a high media profile during a six-week election campaign, turnout in the 2011 Holyrood election was just 50.4 per cent, which meant the SNP’s overall majority was derived from just 22.5 per cent of the electorate. No one, of course, suggested Salmond did not have a mandate to govern, but it demonstrated that enthusiasm for political engagement in general, and independence in particular, was relatively low, and certainly no higher than it had been since the 1990s.


The gap between support for the SNP and support for its core aim was partly of the party’s own making. Conscious that ‘independence’ might actually be preventing the party from increasing its representation within a devolved Scottish Parliament, in 2000 it adopted the then new policy of a referendum. Until that point the SNP had maintained that a majority of Scottish seats at Westminster or in the Edinburgh Parliament would be enough to begin independence negotiations; now it argued Scots should have a direct – and separate – say via the ballot box.


This was a conscious effort to neutralise the independence issue by indicating to members that the party still believed in independence (many believed Salmond was nothing more than a devolutionist), while sending a signal to voters that they could support the SNP without necessarily breaking up the UK. And although this strategy took time, it eventually produced results. By 2007 a Labour–Liberal Democrat coalition had governed Scotland (in what was known as the ‘Scottish Executive’) for eight years, but there were signs voters were bored with the status quo and believed Alex Salmond – who had been re-elected SNP leader in 2004 after a four-year hiatus – should have a chance at being First Minister. With one seat more than Labour, he formed a minority administration that appeared to capture the zeitgeist with a combination of upbeat rhetoric, populist policies and ‘standing up for Scotland’. It also pursued independence by stealth, renaming the Scottish Executive the ‘Scottish government’ and generally conducting itself as if Scotland were already an independent nation.


Once the SNP had demonstrated it could govern responsibly, went Nationalist reasoning, then support for independence would increase. Only, that strategy did not work. If anything, Salmond and his party became victims of their own success: they pushed the devolution settlement to its limits and generally kept Scots happy. But having successfully ‘stood up’ for Scotland within the UK, it seemed as if most Scots saw no need to push that to its logical conclusion. More powers, perhaps, but not full independence. As the poet John Dryden put it, ‘Even victors are by victories undone.’


And being in a minority, during the 2007–11 Scottish parliament the SNP had to rely upon other parties for backing; budgets and other legislation were able to pass with Scottish Conservative support, something the SNP later chose to forget as it relentlessly attacked the Labour Party for campaigning ‘in cahoots with’ the Tories against independence. Meanwhile the SNP went through the motions of legislating for an independence referendum without ever actually introducing a Bill. Not only were there not enough votes in Parliament (the Liberal Democrats had refused to coalesce with the SNP if it insisted on holding a ballot), but there was still a very large question mark hanging over the legality of such a move, for the 1998 Scotland Act had specifically reserved responsibility for ‘the constitution’ to the Westminster Parliament.


Labour, still traumatised by the election result, detected the SNP’s unease. In the spring of 2008 the then Scottish Labour leader, Wendy Alexander, a protégée of the late Donald Dewar, cried ‘bring it on’ during a television interview. The pitch was that if the SNP were serious about having a referendum then the main opposition party would back legislation allowing that to happen. At least, that was the plan. Although Labour MSPs generally held the line, when asked about it during Prime Minister’s Questions at Westminster, Gordon Brown prevaricated. Already weakened by allegations over donations to her leadership campaign, Alexander quit as leader a few weeks later. But her instinct on this had been sound (indeed, the UK government’s strategy after 2012 could be viewed as Wendy Alexander for slow learners). With the economy beginning to fray and the SNP still getting to grips with government, had she pulled it off then Alex Salmond would have been left arguing against holding an independence referendum.


Instead, the Scottish government held a ‘national conversation’ on its constitutional plans and published several papers defining, and indeed redefining, the meaning of ‘independence’. The Referendum Bill had several relaunches – with the question ‘I agree that the Scottish government should negotiate a settlement with the government of the United Kingdom so that Scotland becomes an independent state’12 – but by late 2010 the date by which it had to be formally introduced in order to stand any chance of becoming law had come and gone. The First Minister argued that as it would not attract majority support he planned to take his case to the country rather than let it fall in the Scottish Parliament. This did not quite make sense, for even if the SNP once again became the largest party it would still lack the necessary votes. No one, not even the leader of the SNP, expected to win an overall majority.


But win one he did, and that – ironically – put the Nationalists in a bit of a bind. To an extent, the dynamic of a Unionist majority blocking an independence referendum had been a good one for the SNP, but now the electorate had removed it. Ever cautious, Salmond had shifted ground several times during the 2011 Holyrood election campaign, eventually pledging that a referendum would not be held until the ‘second half’ of the next, five-year-long, session, while just days before polling day he let it be known that it would be later still, ‘well into’ the second part of that term.


But now there existed no parliamentary barrier to a referendum, Salmond looked as if he was kicking it into the long grass. In other words, the party’s position had moved from believing that when it did not have a majority (2007–11) there ought to have been a referendum, but now it did have overall control of Parliament, there was no rush. The First Minister claimed his immediate priorities were jobs and the economy, while reminding interviewers of the pledge he had made during the election campaign. This promise, however, had not actually appeared in the SNP’s manifesto. Rather delphically, this promised a ballot on ‘full economic powers’ rather than independence, and made no mention of it being in the second half of that parliamentary session.13 Meanwhile, in the wake of the election there was an internal debate as to whether to proceed with a referendum at all. Ducking the issue, however, was not a credible option: it was too far advanced, and there was a general expectation the SNP would deliver, not least among party activists.


Despite these reservations, just days after the election Salmond asserted that ‘the destination of independence’ was ‘more or less inevitable’,14 but in reality – particularly given the distraction of government – little serious thinking had been done on the meaning of ‘independence’ in more than two decades. Delaying the referendum until 2014 or 2015, therefore, gave Salmond much-needed breathing space to do precisely that. Within a week of the election senior SNP figures floated the concept of ‘independence-lite’, whereby Scotland would assume full economic sovereignty but ‘pool’ areas such as defence and foreign affairs with the UK government. This ‘thinking on independence’, claimed a spokesman, was ‘modern and forward looking’, unlike ‘old-fashioned and backward looking’ Unionism.


‘A change is coming, and the people are ready,’ Alex Salmond told MSPs in his first speech after the May landslide.




Whatever changes take place in our constitution, we will remain close to our neighbours. We will continue to share a landmass, a language and a wealth of experience and history with the other peoples of these islands. My dearest wish is to see the countries of Scotland and England stand together as equals.





‘There is a difference between partnership and subordination,’ he added with uncharacteristic touchiness. ‘The first encourages mutual respect. The second breeds resentment.’


But any cursory reading of Salmond’s speeches, and indeed Scottish government publications between 2007 and 2011, revealed that ‘partnership’ was no longer the same as independence. As well as floating concepts like ‘independence-lite’, Salmond and others repeatedly stressed how relaxed they would be with a referendum question on a scheme that fell short of full independence. ‘Politics in stable democracies involves shadings rather than absolutes,’ observed Professor James Mitchell, a close follower of SNP thinking. ‘Shocking as it may be for some, we may be looking towards a future in which accommodation is found between union and independence.’15


The ancien régime at Westminster, meanwhile, had clearly been caught off guard by the scale of the SNP’s election victory and its likely consequences. Days after the election the Prime Minister told MPs:




Everyone in this House who believes in the future of the United Kingdom should join together and make sure that we fight off the threat of the idea of breaking up our United Kingdom. I believe the way that we’ll make that argument is by saying being part of the United Kingdom is good for Scotland, and Scotland being part of the United Kingdom is good for the rest of the United Kingdom.





This was vague, to say the least, and it took until the autumn of 2011 before the coalition’s ‘Quad’ (the Cabinet inner circle comprising Cameron, George Osborne, Nick Clegg and Danny Alexander) agreed a ‘shift in gear’ on the independence issue. A key figure in this respect was the red-haired Chief Secretary to the Treasury, whom one insider regarded as the ‘de facto Secretary of State for Scotland’. ‘[Michael] Moore just doesn’t have his link with Clegg,’ he said. ‘Nothing happens on Scotland without going past Danny.’16 That dynamic, however, later changed, while the Advocate General, Lord Wallace (a former Deputy First Minister of Scotland), was also influential as the UK government planned its response. More generally, observed an adviser, No. 10 had at least ‘finally sat up and noticed Scotland existed’.17


There were also Unionist voices – mainly the noble Lords Foulkes (a former Labour minister) and Forsyth (the last Conservative Scottish Secretary) – urging the UK government to ‘call Salmond’s bluff’ by holding its own independence referendum. This proposal seemed to split the Scotland Office, part of what Westminster presented as one of Scotland’s ‘two governments’, between Michael Moore (who was anti) and his Tory deputy David Mundell (who was broadly pro). As a Liberal Democrat adviser put it, ‘We’re much more cautious than the Tories; they’re quite bloody minded about the whole thing and just want to get on with it.’18 As for more powers, in October 2011 the Prime Minister said the Scotland Bill (see Chapter 7) – then making its way through Parliament – ought ‘to settle the issue for a generation or longer. Scotland needs to move on from the constant constitutional debate.’


That was undoubtedly the Prime Minister’s sincere belief as 2011 drew to a close, but with Alex Salmond still apparently unstoppable – whatever the reality of public opinion on independence – Cameron must have realised the status quo, even a status quo with more powers to come, was not an option. Although progressive elements within the Conservative Party had long ploughed a lonely furrow on ‘fiscal autonomy’, mainstream party opinion was hostile. Labour was also split internally, between those who wanted to devolve more powers and those who regarded that as ‘appeasing’ the Nationalists. Even the Liberal Democrats, ostensibly a federalist party, initially appeared reticent about advocating more devolution for Scotland.


Others naturally filled the vacuum: the Edinburgh-based think tank Reform Scotland gradually built the case for what it called ‘devolution plus’ (or devo+), which involved the devolution of income tax and certain aspects of welfare with the aim of making the Scottish Parliament ‘responsible’ for raising revenue as well as spending it. Curiously, Salmond became a more enthusiastic proponent of this ‘third way’ than any Unionist, even telling his 2011 party conference that ‘fiscal responsibility, financial freedom, real economic powers is a legitimate proposal’. He repeatedly challenged the three Unionist parties to define a ‘more powers’ option that might form a second question on the referendum ballot paper.


They, of course, refused to be drawn, although the UK government had begun thinking seriously about enabling a referendum by legislative means. While Michael Moore had swiftly conceded the Scottish government’s mandate to hold a ballot in the wake of ‘Thistlenacht’ (as one Westminster aide called the 2011 election result), the UK government had subsequently made clear that the constitutional power to do so lay in London rather than Edinburgh. Playing hardball on this point, however, would have achieved little, while a Westminster-backed poll would simply have been boycotted by the SNP and thus rendered useless.


This had happened during the first major referendum to be held in the UK, the Northern Ireland ‘Border Poll’ of 8 March 1973, a precedent much discussed at Downing Street during 2012 given that Ciaran Martin (lead official negotiator during the Edinburgh Agreement) hailed from the six counties. This had given voters a straight choice:




‘Do you want Northern Ireland to remain part of the United Kingdom?’


or


‘Do you want Northern Ireland to be joined with the Republic of Ireland outside the United Kingdom?’





It was clearly contrived to consolidate the Union rather than settle the issue, something that led to a Nationalist boycott, while the Alliance Party expressed fears that it could become a ‘sectarian head count’. This obstruction worked, contributing to a turnout of only 58.7 per cent of Northern Ireland’s electorate, 98.9 per cent of whom opted to remain part of the UK (just 1.1 per cent voted to join the Republic).


However flawed the process, the Northern Ireland ‘sovereignty referendum’ had established the principle of ‘self-determination’ for distinct parts of the UK. It also represented a break with tradition in terms of British democracy, which had always regarded referendums as inappropriate given the ‘sovereign’ status of the Westminster parliament. But two years after voters in Northern Ireland were given a vote on leaving the UK, voters nationwide were given a vote on leaving what later became the European Union (‘Do you think the UK should stay in the European Community (Common Market)?’). In 1979 voters in Scotland and Wales were consulted on plans for devolved assemblies,19 as they were again – following a referendum-free period of nearly two decades – in 1997, along with London in 1998 and Northern Ireland (on the Good Friday peace agreement) the same year.


Thus the concept of a territorial referendum, even on the potential secession of one part of the UK, was nothing new, and it was certainly no longer regarded as ‘foreign’ to the Westminster system of government. Dr Matt Qvortrup calculated that since Texas, Tennessee and Virginia had voted on secession from the United States in 1861, forty-nine independence referendums had occurred around the world, generally coming in waves, for example in the wake of the Second World War and following the collapse of the Soviet Union.20 In a UK context, referendums remained relatively novel, although a 2009 paper from the House of Lords Constitutional Committee regretted ‘the ad hoc manner in which referendums have been used, often as a tactical device, by the government of the day’.21 And so it proved with that on Scottish independence. When the Advocate General for Scotland, Lord Wallace of Tankerness, produced a list of possible options for the UK government, it included a Section 30 Order (under the 1998 Scotland Act), which he remembered being used to transfer responsibility for railways to the Scottish Parliament in 2005 when he had been Deputy First Minister of Scotland. The plan, however, took a while to fully germinate. The Constitution Unit at UCL, meanwhile, pushed the idea of holding two referendums – one on the principle of independence, another on a negotiated deal – although this struggled to gain traction despite the (fleeting) support of the Scottish Secretary. For its part, the Scottish government argued that the concept of a ‘legally binding’ referendum was a red herring, all such UK polls being advisory in nature. Otherwise, it dismissed reports of UK government plans as ‘sabre rattling’, which would – along with ‘scaremongering’ – become a favoured riposte to initiatives emanating from Westminster.


‘It’s now clear the referendum won’t happen before the next general election unless we hold it ourselves or enable the Scottish government to do so with certain conditions,’ a minister told me in November 2011. ‘We can do that by amending the Scotland Bill [which was still making its way through Parliament] or under a Section 30 Order.’22 Michael Moore had already opted for, and consistently advocated, the latter option, keen to finally close down Conservative attempts to hold a UK government-organised referendum. This was agreed and signed off by the Quad. ‘It was considered the most reasonable way forward,’ recalled a senior source, ‘but we still didn’t think they would accept it.’23 The intention, meanwhile, was to announce the move in the second week of January 2012.


At least that was the plan. When journalists began to get wind of the UK government’s intentions (both BBC Scotland and The Herald ran stories alluding to a Section 30 Order), advisers realised they ‘had to move it on’, and incredibly quickly at that. ‘The time between the plan being agreed and announced,’ recalled one official, ‘was a matter of days.’24 So on 7 January 2012, with Parliament still in recess, the Prime Minister took his place on the Andrew Marr Show sofa. ‘We owe the Scottish people something that is fair, legal and decisive,’ he told the show’s presenter, ‘so in the coming days we will be setting out clearly what the legal situation is.’ He continued:




The uncertainty about this issue is damaging to Scotland and Scotland’s economy. And … it is unfair on the Scottish people themselves, who don’t really know when this question is going to be asked, what the question is going to be, who’s responsible for asking it. I don’t think we should just let this go on year after year. I think that’s damaging for everyone concerned, so let’s clear up the legal situation and then have a debate about how we bring this to a conclusion. My view is that sooner rather than later would be better.





The clear implication was that if Holyrood did not get a move on, then Westminster would, a position at odds with what coalition ministers had actually agreed. Coincidentally, senior SNP figures were holding a strategy meeting in Aberdeen as Cameron’s interview went on air. ‘Right slap bang in the middle of it David Cameron decided to telegraph his intentions,’ recalled the SNP MP Angus Robertson. ‘We were therefore in a position to plan our response immediately.’


The public line, however, sounded a little defensive. ‘The Scottish government achieved an overwhelming mandate from the people of Scotland to hold the referendum in the second half of this parliamentary term,’ protested Salmond’s official spokesman, ‘and that is exactly what we will do.’ ‘We’re going to do what we said we’d do before the election,’ quipped Deputy First Minister Nicola Sturgeon on the Today programme. ‘I know that’s a novel concept in England.’


Privately, however, the Scottish government was relieved. Although it had been ready to launch its own referendum consultation late the previous October, Salmond and Sturgeon had held back because they knew it would spark a prolonged legal row as to whether they had the power to stage a ballot at all. Officials had produced a form of words – which talked about transferring more powers to the Scottish Parliament rather than independence – they believed could get round the legal barrier, but it was so contrived it was likely to fall foul of any Electoral Commission scrutiny, which was why the Scottish government had proposed using its own ad hoc referendum commission to oversee the process. This was not, in short, a sustainable position.


But then there had been an exaggerated sense among UK ministers during the second half of 2011 that Salmond was wily and unpredictable, and a related suspicion that he was constantly on the verge of pulling a stunt. Westminster advisers thought the First Minister might announce something in a Hugo Young Memorial Lecture planned for late January, while a Tory minister confessed to a ‘nervousness’ that if Salmond got wind of the UK government’s plans then ‘he would trump it, as he’s always been good at doing’.25 This unease, however, was misplaced. At one meeting with David Cameron the First Minister even joked: ‘If we can’t agree on this then we’ll see you in court.’ But, as one of his advisers admitted, ‘we didn’t mean that, and it seemed obvious to us we couldn’t win a court battle over the legality of the referendum’.26


The day after Cameron’s Marr interview the Attorney General, Solicitor General and Scotland’s Advocate General attended a special Cabinet meeting at London’s Olympic Park at which they confirmed a Scottish Parliament-sponsored referendum would be unlawful, while on Tuesday 10 January Michael Moore announced a three-month consultation on a single-question referendum to the House of Commons. He insisted the move was designed to be ‘help-ful’, using deliberately conciliatory language and explicitly ruling out any suggestion the UK government might hold its own referendum, which of course Cameron had hinted at in his Marr interview. ‘The PM went off a bit half-cocked on Sunday,’ confessed a Whitehall source with considerable understatement. ‘There was some mopping up to be done.’ Nevertheless, Moore made it clear that if Salmond tried to stage his own referendum (without a Section 30 Order) then the UK government, or a private citizen, could apply to have it struck down by the UK Supreme Court.


Initially, as was his habit, the First Minister went to ground, refusing to give interviews from his Aberdeenshire East constituency. And when Salmond did surface, he came out fighting. A Section 30 Order, he said, was nothing more than a ‘smokescreen’ for Westminster ‘trying to pull the strings’ of the referendum (although, confusingly, he also said he had ‘no objection’ to its possible use); the UK government were ‘control freaks’, while the Prime Minister ought to ‘keep his nose out of Scottish business’. The general aim was to depict Cameron as the worst sort of patronising ‘anti-Scottish’ Tory. ‘They think’, blogged the SNP strategist Stephen Noon, ‘they can treat us as though we were their Eton fag.’27


Then, on the evening of Tuesday 10 January 2012, Salmond dropped his own bombshell, informing Sky News as he left a Scottish government Cabinet meeting that the referendum would be held in the ‘autumn’ of 2014. The First Minister had earlier dismissed as ‘stuff and nonsense’ the suggestion it would coincide with the 700th anniversary of the Battle of Bannockburn (on 24 June); instead autumn 2014 was a date (or rather season) that would allow ‘the Scottish people to hear all the arguments’ as well as giving enough time for all the ‘necessary legislation’ to be passed. ‘This has to be a referendum which is built in Scotland,’ Salmond told Sky News, ‘which is made in Scotland and goes through the Scottish Parliament.’ By announcing the date as Michael Moore outlined his consultation in the House of Commons, Salmond had reclaimed both the media and the political initiative from Westminster. ‘Alex announcing the date in that manner’, recalled an aide, ‘was designed to show that it was up to us, not the UK government.’28 Ministers and officials in London, meanwhile, were not amused.


Salmond’s move also effectively bounced the UK government into accepting its timescale (it had been pushing for a ballot by late 2013) and, although initially annoyed, many came to support the 2014 timing, not least because it gave the Unionist parties, as one MP put it, ‘two and a half years to get our act together’. And by naming the season (if not an actual date), Salmond had also ensured any Westminster-initiated referendum was now near impossible. UK advisers, however, insisted it was ‘still an option’, ‘in our back pocket’ in the event of the First Minister ‘buggering about’.29 Similarly, SNP advisers held out the prospect of the Scottish government holding a referendum solely on greater powers, ‘which we’d sell on the basis of the UK government playing funny buggers about taking us to court’.30


A lot of buggering about, meanwhile, concerned the possibility of a second question, which, as the BBC journalist James Naughtie observed, was rather ironic:




Michael Moore … says there should – must – be a straight yes/no question on independence on the referendum ballot paper, though he and his party are historically committed to the increase of powers for the Edinburgh parliament within the UK known as ‘devo max’. And Alex Salmond, Nationalist and First Minister, whose party regards that option as a false kind of non-independence, says it must be offered as an alternative because many Scots might want to choose it. Work that one out.31





The former Labour Chancellor Alistair Darling, meanwhile, began to emerge as the likely leader of any ‘no’ campaign, although at this point he denied any such ambition (‘I’ll play my part in it but I hope that others will too’). But there was a degree of cross-party consensus. At Prime Minister’s Questions on 11 January David Cameron said he was ‘100 per cent’ in agreement with the opposition leader, Ed Miliband, that the UK was ‘stronger together and weaker apart’ (a phrase that hinted at the eventual campaigning title of ‘Better Together’), adding that he believed ‘passionately’ in the future ‘of our United Kingdom’. The First Minister, however, had a dire warning for the Labour Party. If it chose to co-operate with the Conservatives to fight independence, he said, then the Tories would ‘suck you in and they’ll spit you out as they’ve done to the Liberal Democrats’.


Alex Salmond discussed his referendum plans with the Deputy Prime Minister (and Lib Dem leader), Nick Clegg, at the British–Irish Council in Dublin the following day. His tone was more constructive, and he made it clear he was ‘very happy’ to meet either the Prime Minister or his deputy ‘to talk through these things in a positive way’. Downing Street, however, said it expected the First Minister to meet the Scottish Secretary in the first instance, not a figure Salmond held in high regard. Also in Dublin were the Northern Irish First Minister, Peter Robinson, and his deputy, Martin McGuinness. ‘Peter Robinson and I have a castle in Belfast,’ joked the latter. ‘I am sure we would be prepared to make it available for peace talks.’


Both sides stressed how terribly ‘reasonable’ they were being. As a UK government adviser put it, ‘Our approach throughout has been to be “reasonable”. A Section 30 Order looks very reasonable; we’re trying to achieve for them what they promised to deliver, no more, no less.’32 One Scottish government adviser, meanwhile, said the SNP were ‘much more reasonable than everyone gives us credit for’, referencing the Good Friday Agreement as ‘hugely influential’ to SNP thinking. ‘Our view is that if you don’t have a process everyone accepts as legitimate then it’s no use.’ He then sketched out a fantasy Salmond–Cameron summit across the Irish Sea:




The Prime Minister should set aside some time to think about this properly. If he then met Alex privately at a hotel in the west of Ireland, they could reach a deal. If retaining the premiership, world stature and seat at the UN is so important [to the PM], they could thrash something out. We get what we want [devo-max] and Cameron is written up by historians as the man who saved the UK, got his party re-elected, and radically redrew the constitution. We’d compromise so the House of Commons became an English parliament; we’d even send peers to a reconstituted Upper House which would deal with defence and so on … there would be statues of David Cameron on George Street.33





The public stance, of course, looked somewhat different, and the only statues in sight were up at Edinburgh Castle, where the Scottish government prepared to launch its own referendum consultation on 25 January – Burns Night. Revealingly, this appeared to concede that a Section 30 Order (it referred to ‘an adjustment of legislative competence’) would be necessary to pose its preferred question, ‘Do you agree Scotland should be an independent country?’,34 although the public position remained that ministers could hold an ‘advisory’ referendum on anything they desired.


Several experts pronounced the question loaded or biased, particularly the word ‘agree’, while Alistair Darling highlighted the fact that it made no mention of Scotland actually leaving the UK. ‘It is asking for trouble’, added Darling, ‘and if he tries to push through unfair wording someone will go to court.’ When the BBC’s Andrew Marr challenged Salmond on this point, he argued that as SNP policy was to retain the monarchy, then ‘that union, that United Kingdom if you like, would be maintained after Scottish political independence’,35 and therefore could not reasonably form part of the referendum question.


Also marshalling its forces was a short-lived umbrella group called ‘Future of Scotland’, a loose coalition of ‘civic’ organisations such as trade unions and the Church of Scotland. Alison Elliot of the Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations said it was ‘not about making the case for independence, devolution, status quo or anything in between. We do not have a fixed view about the outcome of the referendum.’ Others, however, suspected it existed to provide the rationale for the SNP’s preferred option of a second question. The devo+ campaign also launched formally in February 2012, comprising the MSP troika of Tavish Scott (Liberal Democrat), Alex Fergusson (Conservative) and Duncan McNeil (Labour).


The UK government continued to insist that schemes offering ‘more powers’ would be considered, but only after a single-question referendum was out of the way. ‘Independence and devolution are completely different issues,’ said one government aide. ‘There should be a referendum on independence to get that cleared up before we consider the case for more devolution.’ The new Scottish Labour leader, Johann Lamont, appeared to reject the idea of more powers ahead of her spring conference (instead she set up another commission), although Alistair Darling conceded that the full devolution of income tax would be ‘relatively easy to implement’.


David Cameron elaborated on this thinking when, on 16 February 2012, he headed north for a carefully choreographed visit to Edinburgh. His well-crafted speech struck the right tone in terms of the arguments (‘both of head and heart’), closed down some potential lines of attack (he acknowledged an independent Scotland ‘could make its way in the world’) and dangled a surprising carrot. ‘This does not have to be the end of the road,’ announced Cameron. ‘When the referendum on independence is over, I am open to looking at how the devolved settlement can be improved further. And yes, that does mean considering what further powers could be devolved.’


The speech received a lot of input from Julian Glover, recently recruited from (unusually for a Conservative) The Guardian, and also the Education Secretary, Michael Gove. One minister believed an early draft included ‘too much humility’, although he reckoned it effectively contextualised the Prime Minister within the Scottish debate, saying ‘look, I’m one voice and yes, even though I’m English and posh, I still care’.36 Lord Forsyth, the rather devo-sceptic former Scottish Secretary, was also shown a draft. He advised removing the section promising more powers, arguing that it would simply end up becoming a hostage to fortune.


Nevertheless it won plaudits; even former SNP advisers admitted Cameron was ‘pitch perfect’ whenever he ventured up to Scotland. Labour figures were also on side. Cameron met the party’s new Scottish leader, a ‘very impressed’ Johann Lamont (who had specifically requested a private meeting with the Prime Minister), while Douglas Alexander, watching events unfold from Westminster, changed his view of the Tory leadership. ‘I used to believe that George Osborne and David Cameron were diehards who’d want to get rid of Scotland,’ he said, ‘but now I believe they’re both sincere about protecting the Union – they don’t want to end up like George III.’37 It was an apt simile. ‘This is a priority for the PM,’ said one Downing Street adviser. ‘To be frank, a lot of the stuff happening at the moment will be forgotten in ten years; but if the UK breaks up that won’t be forgotten, it isn’t something the PM wants to happen on his watch.’38


The First Minister inevitably seized upon the vagueness of the Prime Minister’s words when it came to devolving more power, harking back, as was his habit, to a similar pledge from another Old Etonian Tory, Lord Home, who had promised a ‘better’ scheme of devolution if Scots voted ‘no’ in the 1979 devolution referendum. Indeed, the events of that year loomed large in parts of the Scottish (not just SNP) psyche, a collective folk memory of having been ‘cheated’ out of devolution (the legislation had required 40 per cent of the total Scottish electorate to back it rather than a straight majority) by a duplicitous (Unionist) Labour government. Even the creation of a Scottish Parliament by another (Unionist) Labour government in 1999 could not make up for events eighteen years earlier. ‘The shadow of Sir Alec Douglas-Home I think is cast very large over this,’ said Salmond. ‘What’s the old saying: “fool me once, shame on you, fool me twice, shame on me”? Scotland, I don’t believe, will be fooled twice.’


This was all to be expected. Privately, however, UK and Scottish government officials had already opened a dialogue on the referendum, which continued during the launch of ‘Yes Scotland’, the formal pro-independence campaign, in May 2012, and ‘Better Together’, the umbrella ‘no’ campaign, the following month. While there were occasional signs of movement on both sides, it became increasingly clear that the expected groundswell of support for a second question – from the Future of Scotland group and others – had not materialised, and at a Scotland Office reception in May 2012 Cameron admitted, to the evident surprise of his advisers, that he was ‘not fussed’ about the timing of the referendum. The Scotland Office also wielded its referendum consultation as proof an ‘overwhelming’ number of Scots wanted to be asked a single, clear question on independence, while highlighting flaws in the Scottish government’s then ongoing exercise, which appeared to accept multiple submissions without even asking for an address. When that closed on 11 May, the Scottish government delegated analysis to an independent body, thereby kicking any formal response into the long autumn grass (it was eventually published after the Edinburgh Agreement).


‘When I was at Wimbledon watching Andy Murray I actually challenged Alex Salmond to a game of tennis to settle the issue once and for all,’ the Prime Minister joked at a Downing Street reception in July 2012. ‘He [Salmond] didn’t seem very keen on the idea for some reason.’ More seriously, UK ministers continued to pile pressure on the First Minister to rule out a second question and agree to a straight in/out ballot. This was, according to a Downing Street adviser, ‘the biggest prize’.


Although officially the SNP did not favour a ‘more powers’ option,39 it was still ‘kept on the table’ during negotiations. As someone involved in the talks recalled:




A[lex] S[almond] pushed a second question all the way. He required the possibility always be kept open in our discussions. In discussions with Bruce [Crawford, the responsible Scottish minister] we couldn’t make an assumption about the number of questions. They will claim they never formally asked for a second question, but nor did they allow discussion to proceed on the basis of there only being one.40





And while Bruce Crawford and Scotland Office minister David Mundell were able to sort out most of the noncontentious issues surrounding the referendum, it was clear the former ‘didn’t have the authority to seal the deal’. The key shift, therefore, came in September 2012, when a Scottish government reshuffle saw the former Health Secretary Nicola Sturgeon replace Crawford as minister for the referendum. As someone close to the negotiations remembered:




It was never obvious throughout winter 2011/spring 2012 that the Scottish [government] wanted any kind of Section 30 Order or Edinburgh Agreement. It was only with the reshuffle that things suddenly unblocked. Something clearly happened behind the scenes in the SNP which led them to conclude ‘let’s go for this referendum, let’s make it happen’. What that something was I doubt we will ever know, but there was a huge shift in attitude once Sturgeon was in post.41





‘At that meeting she [Sturgeon] made clear everything was on the table,’ remembered another source, ‘particularly the single question; at one point Nicola talked as if there would be a single question and had to correct herself, saying “of course our preference is for two”.’42


As Sturgeon herself later recalled, it was ‘very clear they [the UK government] would not agree to a Section 30 order unless it was on a single question … I still wish that hadn’t been their red line.’ Similarly, while maintaining he had ‘never said there should be a second question’, Salmond explained he ‘wasn’t hostile to it … but … wanted the [Scottish] Parliament to decide’. To confuse matters further, after the Edinburgh Agreement had been signed the First Minister admitted it ‘would’ve been strange from my perspective if I’d said I’m not going to have this Agreement … to get a second question which I might not necessarily be in favour of’.


But then, as one of Salmond’s advisers put it, he was an ‘expert at riding two or three horses at the same time’. In reality, by this point the First Minister was aware all the ‘second question’ kites he had flown since the previous May had floated away. ‘Initially there was a sense a second question would be useful,’ recalled an aide; ‘what held him [Salmond] back was a sense the [SNP] party conference would reject it. So we began to think their red line was actually okay.’ Indeed, by stringing UK government ministers along on this front, Salmond believed he had kept their eyes off how the question would actually be worded. ‘So our red line became that the question asked didn’t mention leaving the UK.’43 This, however, was in the hands of the Electoral Commission rather than ministers in London.


At the Conservative Party conference in Birmingham, meanwhile, the Prime Minister indicated the end was in sight. After waxing lyrical about the 2012 Olympics and English, Scottish, Welsh and Northern Irish athletes draping themselves ‘in one flag’, Cameron announced he would be seeing Alex Salmond the following week ‘to sort that referendum on independence by the end of 2014’. ‘There are many things I want this coalition to achieve, but what could matter more than saving our United Kingdom?’ he asked delegates rhetorically. ‘Let’s say it: we’re better together and we’ll rise together – so let’s fight that referendum with everything we’ve got.’


This provoked an enthusiastic response, perhaps surprisingly from a party that had long ago retreated to its southern English heartlands. Two days later a referendum ‘deal’ was finally agreed by the Scottish Secretary and Deputy First Minister, the final sticking points – over campaign finance and the question of the franchise – having been amicably resolved. The Prime Minister had cause to feel pleased with himself; no longer was Alex Salmond an unstoppable force of political nature, and the UK government’s ‘red line’ – that the referendum ought to ask just one question – had been secured. Michael Moore, hitherto seen as a rather nondescript Secretary of State for Scotland (the ‘worst combination of the Manse and accountant’, said one critic), also emerged from the referendum negotiations with an enhanced reputation. In contrast to the First Minister, Moore had ended up looking like an honest broker.


As for Alex Salmond, he had spent most of 2012 on the defensive. His opponents were frequently derided as ‘anti-Scottish’ or accused of ‘talking Scotland down’, while the three Unionist parties were lumped together as ‘anti-independence’ or, as Nicola Sturgeon later put it, ‘a coalition to hold Scotland back’. But despite the rhetoric, the SNP also had much to feel pleased about, not least having secured a legally binding referendum which might result in Scotland becoming an independent country – the party’s goal for nearly eight decades. For the pro-UK parties, meanwhile, there was the potential ‘prize’ of winning the referendum and, as an official put it, ‘settling the issue for a generation’, much as (in a very different context) a referendum on the Good Friday Agreement had done in 1998.


It was important to remember that, whatever the SNP’s electoral prowess, the referendum had not come about because of a groundswell in support for independence, but rather as a result of inter-governmental machinations. The Edinburgh Agreement did, at least, provide some sort of clarity to the process by which Scotland might become independent, with two significant gaps: the wording of the question and the date on which it was to be asked. In early 2013 the Electoral Commission finally gave its verdict on the Scottish government’s preferred wording, ‘do you agree Scotland should be an independent country’, judging it to be leading. Instead it suggested the ‘more neutral’ question: ‘Should Scotland be an independent country?’ Yes Scotland and Better Together – together with Scotland’s ‘two governments’ – accepted it without a murmur of complaint, although in many ways it was not really a good way of resolving a complex issue, neglecting what a swathe of Middle Scotland actually wanted (more powers) and failing to qualify the word ‘independent’ in any meaningful way.


But two months later, on the eve of the SNP spring conference in Inverness, Alex Salmond presented draft referendum legislation to the Scottish Parliament and finally named the day as 18 September 2014. ‘It’s worth reflecting, just for a moment,’ he told MSPs, ‘on the privilege this nation and this generation will have: nothing less than choosing the future course of our country.’ It was also worth reflecting that while other nations had gone to war as a result of independence movements, or refused point blank to acknowledge the possibility of secession (as in Spain), the UK government had not only conceded the point but also equipped a devolved parliament with the legal powers to deliver it. It had been a very British compromise, but one – ironically – that might end up recalibrating centuries-old notions of what being ‘British’ actually meant.
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