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AM: As Cabinet Office Minister Michael Gove’s taken responsibility 

for Brexit, recovery from the pandemic, and now his latest job is 

to save the union. No easy task perhaps. He’s with me in Glasgow 

this morning. Welcome. Mr Gove. 

MG: Morning. 

AM: I don’t know if you saw it, but Nicola Sturgeon made a very 

stalwart speech yesterday in which she was absolutely clear that 

the freshly-elected Scottish parliament is going to pass legislation 

for a new independence referendum. Straightforward question: 

will you take her to court to stop it? 

MG: No. The first thing I should say is - 

AM: You won’t take her to court. 

MG: No, the first thing I should say is congratulations to Nicola. 

She has secured, with 64 MSPs, a significant election victory. I 

want to congratulate her on that, and I also want the opportunity 

to congratulate the new Members of the Scottish Parliament 

who’ve been elected; a more diverse group than ever before, 

representing different traditions and communities in Scotland - 

show that democracy in Scotland is healthy. The other thing that 

is critically important, however, is an acknowledgement on the 

part of all the political leaders, whatever parties we come from, 

that the priority at the moment is not court cases, it’s not 

independence legislation, it is recovery from the pandemic. And to 

be fair to the First Minister, to be fair to Nicola Sturgeon, during 

the course of this election campaign she said that was the single 

most important thing that we should all be concentrating on. And 

we should work together as Team UK in order to deal with the 

pandemic.  
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AM: I’m going to come on to the pandemic, and indeed the timing, 

later on. But I asked you whether you would take her to court if 

she had another independence referendum legislated for, and you 

said no.  

MG: Well, look, we’re not going near this. 

AM: You said no.  

MG: We’re not going near there, what we are concentrating on - 

AM: You’re not going to take her to court?  

MG: No.. 

AM: That’s a very important matter because that is the one place 

you could stop her, the one place you could stop her. 

MG: I’ll tell you what is a truly important measure, to my mind, 

and that is the fact that we have a backlog in the NHS. There are 

tens of thousands of people who deserve and need treatment and 

haven’t been able to get it because of the pandemic. It is also the 

case that that there are children who have been out of school and 

who’ve lost out across the whole of the United Kingdom. So I’m 

not going to get into… 

AM: All, of that absolutely true, but the unity of the United 

Kingdom is, I think you would agree, a matter of some moment, 

and the one place - it’s not an if any more, the Scottish parliament 

is going to legislate for another independence referendum, that’s 

crystal clear. Nicola Sturgeon has said, in effect, that if Boris 

Johnson wants to stop it, ‘I will see you in court.’ The question is 

will she you in court or not? 

MG: No, she will see me talking to her next week about how we 

recover from the pandemic. Because I think, you know, a mum 

waking up in Aberdeen this morning will not be thinking, ‘do you 

know what? I really hope that Nicola Sturgeon uses this term in 

parliament to press for an independence referendum.’ She won’t 

be thinking that, she’ll be thinking how can we make sure that my 

grandchildren get the education and the job opportunities that 

they deserve? She’ll be thinking how can we make sure that a 

situation where we’ve seen in Scotland not just waiting lists in the 

NHS but also record drug deaths, how can politicians work 
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together on those? And again, to be fair to the First Minister, she 

acknowledged during the election that this had to be the priority, 

and again the First Minister, also during the election, when she 

was pressed specifically by Glen Campbell, your guest earlier, 

what if someone wants to vote for you to see continuity in the 

fight against the pandemic but doesn’t believe in independence, 

what should they do? And Nicola said, ‘well, they should vote for 

me.’ So it is clear that the result in Wales - and we have to 

congratulate Mark Drakeford - and in England and in Scotland, the 

result of all of these elections was an instruction to politicians, 

thank you for the vaccination programme, the UK government has 

delivered that across the whole country, now please concentrate 

on recovery. 

 

AM: Nicola Sturgeon and the SNP said in their manifesto, ‘vote for 

us and we will legislate for another independence referendum.’ 

The Green Party said exactly the same thing. They have a clear - 

good majority in the new Scottish parliament to do that, they have 

a mandate, do they not, for another referendum? 

MG: Well, I think you need to look at what was said during the 

campaign. When Nicola was asked during the campaign about 

Scotland’s drug deaths she - again to her credit - said that the 

Scottish government had taken their eye off the ball on this issue. 

We need to work together in order to deal with that problem, and 

what we cannot afford is anyone taking their eye off the ball when 

it comes to recovery, when it comes to investment in the NHS, by 

having a protracted conversation about the constitution. That’s the 

first point. The second point to bear in mind is that a majority of 

people who voted in the constituencies voted for parties that were 

opposed to a referendum. 

 

AM: An election is an election, even under the slightly strange 

rules for the Scottish parliament, designed to try and stop 

somebody getting an overall majority. And the SNP did very well, 

they got 47 per cent, which is nearly 10 per cent higher than 
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David Cameron’s government got, for instance. You were in that 

government and in your manifesto you said vote for us and we will 

have a Brexit referendum, and people voted for you and you did 

have a Brexit referendum and the rest is history. What is different 

this time? The SNP said vote for us, there will be a referendum, 

they did vote for them and there is going to be a referendum. 

MG: A significant number of things are different. The first and 

most important is, of course, the pandemic. And we absolutely 

need to be laser-focused on making sure the vaccination 

programme continues to be a success and that we work together 

on recovery. The second thing that’s different is that - again I 

congratulate Nicola on her success - but she didn’t secure a 

majority, as Alex Salmond did in 2011, and that is a significant 

difference. The other thing is that when Alex Salmond secured 

that majority … Andrew, you asked me a multi-part question so I’ll 

give you the comprehensive answer. The second point is that Alex 

Salmond, when he requested the referendum, every party in the 

Scottish parliament agreed that it was appropriate to have a 

referendum, given that he had secured a majority. It is not the 

case now, as we see, that the people of Scotland are agitating for 

a referendum and indeed - 

AM: There is actually a bigger pro-independence majority in this 

parliament than there was in that one. And the numbers of people 

who voted for the SNP and the Greens are very large, larger than 

voted - can I ask you a very straightforward question: is Scotland 

allowed to leave the UK? 

MG: Of course it is. 

AM: It is? 

MG: Yes. 

AM: How? 

MG: Well, through a legal referendum which would allow people to 

make their choice. But again, Andrew, it’s also the case - 

AM: You said you won’t challenge in court, so we are making 

progress - that’s a very important moment. We’re closer to this 

referendum than we’ve ever been before. 
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MG: Two things. The first thing is it’s also the case that the 

Scottish Conservatives secured the highest vote that they ever 

have. That was not acknowledged, I think, either in your question 

or in the other press… Also you’re so anxious, Andrew, to go down 

this particular route, and that’s because you and others think that 

- entirely understandably because there’s a point of honour 

associated with it, that the debate in Scotland should be focused 

on the constitutional question. But it is not - 

AM: It’s where we are this morning. 

MG: No, it’s not. It’s where you are. It’s not where Scotland is.  

AM: It’s where the SNP are they won the election. 

MG: Nicola Sturgeon made it perfectly clear during this campaign 

that their priorities were recovery. jobs and jabs. 

AM: And independence referendum. 

MG: No, they did not. They made it perfectly - they voted for a 

party which was working with us in the UK government in order to 

deliver a recovery, as they did in Wales. And you acknowledged 

earlier, as Nicola Sturgeon did, that there are people who voted 

because they wanted to make sure that Nicola Sturgeon was 

working with us to concentrate on recovery. But you have a very 

clear peculiar desire to drive this debate, indeed the country, 

down a particular route, which is not shared by the majority of 

people. 

 

AM: I’m just interested in what’s going to happen next. You 

mentioned the Scottish Conservatives - you mentioned the 

Scottish Conservatives … The Scottish Conservatives said again 

and again during this campaign vote for us because we’re the only 

party you can be sure will vote against a second referendum. And 

the Scottish public listened to that and looked around and 

thought, do you know what, we’re going to vote for the SNP 

instead. They had the choice and they voted for the SNP and for 

the Greens, who are also in favour of a second referendum. And 

there’s a very clear democratic result. They have a mandate, I put 
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it to you, for that second referendum. You may not like it, but 

they have a mandate. 

MG: It is also the case that people voted for the Scottish Labour 

Party, for the Scottish Liberal Democrats, and as I mentioned 

earlier, in the constituencies more people voted for parties that 

were opposed to a referendum. And you are selectively choosing 

an issue which you’re perfectly entitled to do - 

AM: Your party went big on it. 

MG: And indeed, secured, as I was about to point out, more votes 

for the Scottish Conservatives than at any point previously. But 

the broader question is politics is about priorities, that was what 

Nicola Sturgeon said, and what are the priorities that we have at 

the moment? The priority that the UK government has working 

together in order to ensure that the massive increase in NHS 

waiting lists, the number of hours that children have lost at school, 

and the lags in the criminal justice system that mean that people 

have been denied justice, are all addressed. And are you saying to 

me that those ore not the most important questions at the 

moment? Are you trying to suggest that this is not the priority 

from all politicians at the moment? Because if you want to jump 

ahead, years ahead and to look at future speculation about the 

constitution, that is fair enough and it’s legitimate, but it’s not 

where the public are.  

 

AM: Well, the public have voted for two parties promising them 

again and again a second independence referendum. That’s the 

way the vote went. 

MG: The First Minister made it perfectly clear that her priority 

would be recovery from the covid pandemic.  

AM: She did. 

MG: And that is what we will be concentrating on. The prime 

minister wrote to the First Ministers of Scotland and Wales, 

suggested that we meet and work together as Team UK in order 

to resolve these problems, and again I suspect, though I can’t be 

certain, that the overwhelming majority of people in this country 
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will find it curious that when we’re in the middle of recovering 

from the biggest health crisis that this country has faced, when we 

face an economic challenge like no other, when we have 

significant damage in our public services as a result of this 

pandemic, that people should want to talk about what’s going to 

happen in the Supreme Court in a few years’ time. People will 

think, honestly what’s got into these - they should be 

concentrating on the issues that matter now. 

 

AM: Well, let’s turn to covid. You and I know both know as well as 

each other that taking Nicola Sturgeon to the Supreme Court 

would be a PR disaster for the union case. And that’s perhaps why 

you’re cautious about it. Let me move on, however, to covid. As 

you say - 

AM: I’m interested in making sure that we have all of the 

resources of the entire United Kingdom devoted this end. I’m here 

in Scotland over the next few days as a UK government minister 

because Scotland has two governments, and we want to make 

sure that we’re working with local authorities, with doctors and 

nurses in the NHS, in order to resolve that. I don’t think if I were 

to walk down Sauchiehall Street this afternoon there’d be many 

people who would say, ‘oi, Michael, what about the Supreme 

Court?’ I don’t think that would be the issue of greatest concern 

for them. What they want to see is the opportunity, which we will 

have this week and next week, and in weeks and months to come, 

for our governments to cooperate. And indeed, every week I hold 

a call with the First Minister of Scotland, First Minister of Wales, 

the First Minister of Northern Ireland and the Deputy First Minister 

of Northern Ireland. We have pragmatic business-like 

conversations, and that is what I think people will want to see at a 

time when the pressures on all of us as a result of this pandemic 

need to be overcome together.  

 

AM: You were in the room when some people said the prime 

minister said that he’d rather see the bodies piled high in their 
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thousands than have another lockdown. Did he say it or anything 

like that? 

MG: No, of course not.  

AM: Because my colleague, Laura Kuenssberg, says that she has 

spoken to people who were in the room and are going to go on 

the record saying that he did. But from what you know that 

cannot be the case? 

MG: No. I was in the room with the prime minister when we were 

debating the measures that we had to take towards the end of 

last year. I wouldn’t ordinarily talk about the conversations you 

can have on a Cabinet Committee, but given the nature of the 

speculation that there’s been, I think it’s fair to address it. And no, 

we did have a debate, because of course, as the prime minister 

pointed out, locking your economy down is a big step. It’s a major 

step. But at the same time the overwhelming evidence in front of 

us was unless we took that step the NHS would be overwhelmed. 

And the prime minister took part in that debate, as you’d expect 

us all to, soberly and seriously, weighing difficult decisions. 

 

AM: Nothing like that, nothing like that. 

MG: No, no. 

AM: Okay, let’s turn to covid itself. Are we going to see an end to 

a ban, restrictions on hugging, touching each other, going into 

each other’s houses, coming this week? 

MG: Yes, we’re going to see - all being well the prime minister will 

confirm tomorrow that there will be a relaxation. We’ve already 

indicated a proportionate relaxation on international travel, very, 

very limited at this stage because we have to be safe. And in the 

same way, as we move into stage three of our road map, it will be 

the case that we will see people capable of meeting indoors, and 

without prejudice to a broader review of social distancing, it is also 

the case that friendly contact, intimate contact between friends 

and family is something that we want to see restored. 

 

AM: The 17th May or thereabouts, hugging, as we call it. 
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MG: Yes. 

 

AM: Alright, let’s move on to another subject that’s interesting a 

lot of people, which is mask wearing by pupils in schools, is that 

going to end? 

MG: Well, we’re reviewing the evidence at the moment, and of 

course what we want to do throughout is to balance public health 

with making sure that we can return to normal as quickly as 

possible. So I won’t pre-empt that judgement, we’ll be seeing 

more about shortly. 

 

AM: Gavin Williamson told the Telegraph that it would be ending.  

MG: I won’t pre-empt the official judgement.  

 

AM: Alright, let’s turn to - it’s quite clear that coronavirus is 

changing lots of aspects of life, the elections, all sorts of things. It 

would be strange, would it not, if the Treasury were not looking 

again at some of the big infrastructure decisions such as HS2? Far 

fewer people are travelling to and from work than before. That 

must have consequences for the way we spend money in this 

country. 

MG: Well, I think what’s critical is making sure that actually we 

provide the investment overall that we need to spread economic 

opportunity more equally. And HS2 is going to ensure that travel 

along the spine of the whole UK is faster, more effective, and 

more efficient. And I don’t think it’s a case of either/or. I think we 

also need to make sure that we invest in digital infrastructure as 

well. And one of the things that we will be doing through the Level 

Up fund, which is a UK-wide fund, is making sure that it’s not just 

big infrastructure projects like HS2 that we invest in, but we’re 

also looking  to work with the Scottish government, Scottish local 

government, Welsh government and others in order to make sure 

that we can better connect the whole UK through transport. 
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AM: Yet your Levelling Up paper from the Treasury says very 

specifically that from Westminster you’re going to be dealing 

directly with local authorities in Scotland, not with the Scottish 

Assembly or the Scottish Parliament or the Scottish government. 

Now, does that mean that you are trying to put the Scottish 

parliament back in its box? 

MG: Certainly not. We want to work with both. I think it’s critically 

important that we work with the Scottish government, and also 

with local government as well. And we’ve already seen 

opportunities to do just that. When we announced that we were 

going to work with both Holyrood but also local authorities, I think 

it was the leader of the Glasgow Council, an SNP politician, who 

welcomed that. Along with the leaders of Aberdeen council, the 

borders council and so on. To my mind, it’s an example again of 

Team UK working together in everyone’s interest. And as I 

mentioned earlier and as I want to stress, over the course of the 

whole of the last year in dealing with the pandemic, despite the 

differences that I might have with the SNP, or indeed with Mark 

Drakeford in Wales, we have worked successfully together. The 

vaccine rollout, enabled by investment that was made by the UK 

government and supported by the UK armed forces, has also of 

course - with the Scottish NHS and the Welsh NHS - seen jabs into 

more arms than any other European country. It is a perfect 

example of how you can have the best of both worlds. You can 

have a Scottish parliament and a Scottish government working 

with Westminster to deliver for everyone. And I think, you know, 

at a time of difficulty and potential division I think people want 

unity and I think that they want to see politicians setting aside 

some of the issues that have bedevilled us in the past to work for 

the greater good. 

 

AM: We’re sitting, I’m delighted to say, in Scotland. But here’s an 

English question: will the Champion League final be able to be 

held in England rather than Turkey? 
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MG: Well, personally speaking I wouldn’t mind if it were held here 

in Scotland. I wouldn’t mind if it were held in Hampden. 

AM: Not too far away. 

MG: Exactly. Well, I think for obvious reasons Hampden would 

probably be better than Ibrox. But I have an interest to declare: 

my son is a Chelsea fan, and so he would far rather it were held in 

the UK. Talks are ongoing. Oliver Dowd and the Culture Secretary 

is talking to UEFA and others about that. I think it would be a 

really good thing, but I don’t want to cut across the conversations 

that Oliver is having. 

 

AM: Alright. Michael Gove, thanks very much indeed for coming in 

to talk to us today. 

(ends) 

 

 


