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AM: Mr Brown, welcome to the programme. Can I ask you about 

the last few days. There’s been extraordinarily explosive scenes in 

Downing Street. Now those of us with a long memory can 

remember, if I could put it this way, slight percussive moments 

during your time. Have you any friendly advice or other advice to 

offer the Prime Minister at the moment about how to reset now? 

GB: Well you’ve got 27,000 new cases yesterday, 500 deaths. 

You’ve got a million young people looking for work. You’ve got 

people without savings planning for Christmas. Really we should 

not be in this factional fighting at the moment. And I see no end 

to this factional fighting, because you’ve got a soft Brexit faction, 

a hard Brexit faction, you’ve got a libertarian faction in relation to 

health restrictions. A communitarian faction, you’ve got a Northern 

faction wanting spending rises, a Southern faction wanting 

spending cuts. You’ve got a devolution faction and centralisation 

faction. This is not simply a problem of a dysfunctional Downing 

Street. This is a dysfunctional UK and we really will need a 

wholesale root and branch Constitutional review to bring people 

together at a later stage. For the moment we’ve got to get the 

government back to working on the issues that really matter. 

 

AM: You  mention Brexit. Do you think the departure of Dominic 

Cummings has any effect on how the government is going to deal 

with these trade talks in the last few days? 

GB: I think the arrival of Joe Biden has made all the difference. I 

see a trade deal coming pretty soon. The government simply 

cannot afford to be at war with America on the one hand and 

Europe on the other at the start of the  New Year, so if he doesn’t 

change his  Internal Market Bill he’s at war with America, if he 

doesn’t get a negotiation settled with Europe he’s at war with 
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Europe. I think he’s made up his mind already that he’s going to 

get a settlement and there will be a settlement soon I think.  

 

AM: Now you’ve known Joe Biden for quite a long time but isn’t it 

the case that a Biden administration will be just as tough on trade 

deal with the UK as a Trump one might have been? Joe Biden 

comes from Delaware where all the chicken farmers are. He’s not 

going to be easy on us, is he? 

GB: Yeah, but  there will be no trade deal if we break the Good 

Friday Agreement, and that’s the essential element that is really at 

risk from the Internal Market Bill. And I think Joe Biden will be 

very strong on saying look, if you put the Northern Ireland 

settlement at risk then you’re putting any trade deal in jeopardy 

absolutely. So yes, there’s bound to be creative tension about 

what you have in a trade deal but there may be no trade deal at 

all if there’s no settlement of the – based on the Good Friday 

Agreement. 

 

AM: Now you mentioned a fractured Union. A lot of people in 

London, a lot of the politicians in London have been quite slow to 

notice the really quite interesting rise in support for independence 

in Scotland, particularly among younger voters. What’s your advice 

to them? 

GB: Well you know it’s not just a Scottish problem now and it’s not 

even just a Welsh problem and a Scottish problem. You see the 

revolt of the regions around the United Kingdom. They feel they’re 

not listened to, the government doesn’t consult, they’ve got the 

local knowledge but they don’t have the resources, the 

government’s got the resources but not the local knowledge. This 

is now a UK problem. I think before we look at what’s going to 

happen to Scotland in the future we’ve got to consider whether 

the virus and the economic damage has really forced onto the 

agenda right up to the surface what kind of United Kingdom we’re 

actually wanting. What is the relationship between the local areas 

and the centre? Can you manage public health without having a 
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good process of consultation? Can  you manage what the 

economic fallout is without consulting with the regions and with 

the nations? And I think this centralised unitary state you cannot 

straightjacket a multinational country and diverse regions into a 

centralised unitary state as they’ve been trying to do.  

 

AM: The Leader of your party, Sir Kier Starmer, said back in 

January that if the SNP won well in next year’s Holyrood elections 

then he said; ‘They have a mandate for an independence 

referendum I accept this. This is a question for Scotland.’ And 

then just back in September he said; ‘Those issues are questions 

for Scotland. I do stand by that.’ What would you say to Kier 

Starmer this morning? 

GB:  Well the question at the moment is not whether you could 

have a referendum, the question is whether you should have a 

referendum.  We’re in the middle of a virus, we’re in the middle of 

a recession. 

AM: What’s your answer? 

GB: Well we’ve got huge problems and we can’t have a ref -  

There is a time to heal and there’s got to be a time to heal before 

you go into any divisive conflicting referendum that really will 

cause consternation in Scotland for months and months to come. I 

see the SNP Leader this morning is saying there’s got to be a 

referendum in 2021. Now I think most Scottish people will make 

up their mind that in the middle of a virus when you’ve got to heal 

the virus, you’ve got to heal the recession and you’ve got to look 

at the whole future of Britain. And the SNP of course have got to 

come clean about what it now means for independence now that 

you’ve got economic changes taking place. I don’t think this is the 

right time at all. 

 

AM: What about the democratic principles however, because Kier 

Starmer has said there should be a referendum if the SNP win and 

Mark Drakeford who leads the party in Wales says; “If a 

population in Scotland or indeed Wales want to hold a referendum 



4 
ANDREW MARR SHOW, GORDON BROWN, FORMER PRIME MINISTER  

 

it’s for the people of Wales and the people of Scotland to make 

that decision. No Labour Leader should argue that the component 

parts of the United Kingdom can be prevented from navigating a 

future for themselves. That decision must be respected.” 

GB: Yes, but that’s not the issue, Andrew, at the moment. The 

issue is should you have a referendum in the  middle of a virus, in 

the middle of unemployment, in the middle of when we’re having 

to deal with the future of the United Kingdom? And I think we 

need a new plan for the future of the United Kingdom as well as 

the SNP having to explain what their policies mean in this debt 

laden world that we’re now going to be in. So this is not the right 

time. We need a time to heal. 

 

AM: You use the words, ‘debt laden.’ You were in charge during 

the financial crisis of 2008 and now we’re in a situation where 

debt is even higher than our GDP. At some point it’s going to have 

to be paid down. What’s your thinking about how going forward 

Britain is going to pay down this massive debt? 

GB: Well the only way forward is getting back to growth. I mean 

austerity killed off growth in the United Kingdom economy and it 

meant it was far more difficult to get the deficit and debt down. 

So you’ve got to get back to growth. Germany understands that, 

America understands that, Britain has got to understand that.   Of 

course it’s a lot cheaper because interest rates are virtually nil to 

pay off your deficit and debt but you cannot, you cannot allow 

unemployment to rise on the altar of a new policy of austerity, 

you’ve got to do something about it, otherwise you lose capacity, 

skills, talents in the economy for good. You cannot allow tax rises 

to kill off an economic recovery at the moment. 

 

AM: If you lose the argument on a referendum and there is a 

referendum there’s a great sort of after you Claude feeling on the 

Union side. Nobody terribly wants to lead the Unionists side in 

Scotland at the moment, would you? 
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GB: Oh I think there are many people who will lead the Unionists 

campaign in Scotland, but I’m talking about an argument that is  

no longer now I think between the independence and the status 

quo. It’s between independence, which is one form of change that 

I don’t like, and the change that has really got to take place in the 

United Kingdom to bring us up to date. And we really are an out 

of date constitution trying to deal with modern everybody 

problems. And when you have a debate about the constitution 

now it’s how you manage public  health. How you manage welfare 

and social security. How you  manage industry and employment 

and you cannot continue with a centralist unitary man in Whitehall 

knows best formulas that we’ve used too often in the past. There’s 

got to be not only devolution but a devolution mindset. 

 

Ends  


