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AM: Since the fall of the coalition the Liberal Democrats have had 

an utterly miserable time, but the divisions inside the two biggest 

parties over Brexit have given them a sudden new lease of life. 

And in admittedly one poll this week they were found to be 

Britain’s most popular party. Sir Vince Cable’s standing down so 

they now need to choose a new leader, and his current deputy Jo 

Swinson has declared that she wants the job, and she’s with me 

now. Jo Swinson, how big are your ambitions for this party now? 

 

JS: There’s no limit on my ambitions for the Liberal Democrats. I 

think we’re at a pivotal moment in our politics, where the two-

party structure is fracturing and there is a real appetite for a 

liberal movement, for people who believe in our values, who say 

immigration’s a good thing, that we need to reshape our economy 

so that it works for people, and plan it. And these people are 

joining us in their thousands. And I want to lead the Liberal 

Democrats to build that liberal movement. 

 

AM: You’d be a different kind of leader. You’re much younger, 

you’ve got two small children and so on. How would you be a 

different leader? What would it feel like? 

JS: Well, you know, I’m putting myself forward for this job, I’ve 

got twelve years of experience as an MP, three years as a 

Minister. You know, I think I can build this movement by reaching 

out to new generations of voters, to people who do share those 

values. Who, in particular on the issue of our relationship with the 

European Union, really want someone to say Europe is a good 

thing. It has been a beacon for peace, hope and human rights. 
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AM: Okay. So you know very well the reason the Lib Dems have 

been so popular is that you’ve said you’re going to stop Brexit. 

One simple, difficult question: how? 

JS: The way to stop Brexit is to secure enough votes in the House 

of Commons for a people’s vote on the deal. And that means 

convincing more MPs.  

 

AM: More Tory MPs. 

JS: Yeah. 

AM: Who’ve been completely against it. And you’re saying vote for 

me and I will persuade Tory MPs to vote for another referendum? 

JS: Well, that’s the challenge that we need to do. We need to 

work cross-party to do that. And I have been, through the 

people’s vote campaign, the Lib Dem face of that movement. 

We’ve got to 280 MPs in favour of a people’s vote at the last 

count, but we do need more. Now, the European elections helped 

put pressure on the Conservatives. One of the new contenders in 

the race today – hard to keep track of, the Tory leadership 

candidates. 

AM: Sam Gyimah.  

JS: Yeah, Sam Gyimah. He’s standing on the position of backing a 

people’s vote. Now, you know, unfortunately I don’t think Sam’s 

going to win, but I think that discussion needs to happen in the 

Conservative Party and we need to put pressure on. 

 

AM: Well, let’s talk about what kind of referendum that would be. 

Because he and some of the other contenders all want no deal to 

be on the ballot paper. And Vince Cable said you have to do that 

because there are so many people in the country who want no 

deal. That it’d be undemocratic and wrong to take that off the 

ballot paper. But you, Jo Swinson, want it off the ballot paper. 

JS: I think no deal would be irresponsible for our country because 

of what it would mean for our economy, for our security and for 

our NHS. But I recognise that I don’t get to set this question. My 

red lines are that the people’s vote needs to have specific  
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deliverable – a specific deliverable Brexit on the ballot paper, and 

it needs to have the chance for people to choose to remain in the 

European Union.  

 

AM: Okay. Because, I mean, you may think no deal is a disaster 

and the rest of it; there are millions of people who don’t think that 

and who’d feel really, really outraged if that was taken off the 

agenda. 

JS: I know. And this is the irresponsibility of what the prime 

minister, Theresa May, has sort of let happen as if this is some 

kind of reasonable option. And when I hear Conservative 

leadership contenders like Andrea Leadsom talking about a 

managed exit as if this is something you can manage and plan 

for, I mean, it’s – yeah, planning for no deal is like saying you’re 

going to plan for your house to burn down. You might get 

contents insurance, you’re still going to lose all your stuff. 

 

AM: That’s your view and your opinion.  

JS: But it’s the government’s view actually – the government says 

the economy will be £140 billion a year worse off if we go for a no 

deal exit.  

 

AM: Sure but I’m making a different point, in a sense, a 

democratic point. Let me read you this: ‘if there is a large swell of 

opinion which says no deal, then this is an option which you’d 

have to offer in a democratic vote.’ That’s Vince Cable. He’s right 

isn’t he? 

JS: Look, as I say, the Electoral Commission sets the question. 

And from my perspective it has to be something that is specific, 

because we got into this mess – 

AM: You might not like it, but no deal is specific. 

JS: - Well because Brexit – I mean, it doesn’t actually tell you 

what happens the day after. Because if we never have any kind of 

deal you’re just in this sort of perpetual limbo catastrophe. But we 

do need to have a specific option, because Brexit means Brexit 



JO SWINSON 

was the most meaningless phrase ever and we have this blank 

canvas to which everybody can project their own form of Brexit. 

Brexiteers cannot even agree among themselves, even now, what 

Brexit means. That’s why it needs to go back to the people with a 

people’s vote. 

 

AM: Now, you know, because I’m sure you’ve talked to them as 

well, there’s lots of people who were Labour voters for years and 

years and years who voted Liberal Democrat in the European 

elections with their fingers over their nose because they 

remembered the coalition. Now, you’ve spoken about this quite a 

lot, but I’ve been reading what you said and what you haven’t 

really addressed is austerity itself. Whether, you Jo Swinson, 

believe that austerity was a mistake or not. 

JS: I think in 2010, with the financial crisis that was unfolding, we 

did need to make cuts. Now, actually the cuts we delivered were 

pretty much identical to what Labour had set out before the 2010 

election, the Alistair Darling spending plan. So we did need to 

constrain spending because of the deficit.  

 

AM: Do you regret any of those cuts? 

JS: Of course I do, because although – 

AM: Which ones? 

JS: The bedroom tax would be an example, where it just was not 

the right policy, we shouldn’t have let that through. 

 

AM: Tuition fees? 

JS: We shouldn’t have let that through for, I would say, different 

reasons. We actually delivered a policy that go more people from 

low incomes going to university – but we – 

AM: Police cuts. 

JS: - But we had said we wouldn’t do it so we shouldn’t have done 

it.  

AM: Police cuts, welfare cuts? 
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JS: So – and we stopped a lot of welfare cuts. But equally, as I 

say, the bedroom tax is an example where we shouldn’t have. So 

we didn’t get everything right in coalition. 

 

AM: Do you see why a lot of people who voted Labour – 

JS: - But we did do a lot of good. 

AM: - look at you even now and say what you are really is you are 

the pro-remain wing of the Conservative Party? 

JS: Well, that’s absolute nonsense. We were in a coalition and we 

had to compromise on various issues, that is the essence of 

coalition. But we are a liberal party standing up for human rights, 

standing up to say immigration is a good thing and that we need 

to reshape our economy. 

 

AM: You’re in a contest, of course, as I said right at the 

beginning, with Ed Davey among others, Sir Ed Davey, He said 

this morning that among his green policies is no internal flights. 

He’s going to stop flying internally. Would you say the same 

thing? We have to change our behaviour in some ways. 

JS: Well, I absolutely agree with what he says, which is that we 

need to make sure we have the infrastructure to make that a 

reality. So I represent a constituency that’s 400 miles from 

London, Ed Davey represents a constituency in London, High 

Speed Two is so important for the future of our economy and our 

country, but it is not enough. It’s currently planned to stop at 

Manchester. We need to have 21st century infrastructure to move 

to a zero carbon world. And we’re running our railways on 19th 

century railways.  

 

AM: So would you say to people watching, actually if you’re taking 

flights because they’re more convenient inside the UK you should 

rethink your behaviour a bit? 

JS: Well, I think we should make this easier for people. I try to 

take the train where I can. I’m quite often on a sleeper train 

between London and Glasgow. But what I would also say – I went 
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to the extinction rebellion protests, and what was interesting 

about that movement was that it was about trying to make it 

easier for people to make the right decisions. We need systemic 

changes to tackle the climate emergency.  

 

AM: Did you go to observe or to protest? 

JS: I was protesting. I took my five year old along. We had good 

discussions with people about the issues. I think it’s important 

that people are involved in protesting and engaging in these kind 

of democratic protests, and I think it’s important for young people 

to learn that too. 

 

AM: Well, Jo Swinson, we may or may not – but probably may see 

a lot more of you. Thanks very much indeed for talking to us 

today. 

(ends) 

 

 


