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AM: The death rate in Scotland is now below England but the 

vaccine roll out has been slower.  Why? I’m joined now from 

Glasgow by the First Minister of Scotland and SNP Leader, Nicola 

Sturgeon. Nicola Sturgeon, there will be lots of people at home in 

Scotland in their 80s watching this interview still waiting for their 

vaccine appointment and reading that down south in England 

more than 50% of 80 year olds have been vaccinated already. 

What would you say to them? 

NS: We took a deliberate decision in line with JCVI advice to focus 

initially on vaccinating older residents in care homes because that 

is going to have the most immediate and biggest impact on 

reducing the death toll. You’ve quizzed me rightly the last couple 

of times I’ve been on the programme about the death toll in our 

care homes, so I heard Matt Hancock on the programme earlier 

say that about three quarters of care home residents in England 

have been vaccinated in Scotland. That figure right now is 95% of 

care home residents. It takes longer, it’s more resource intensive 

to do care homes but it’s the right decision in my view. Of course 

we’re now rapidly catching up on the over 80s in the community. 

We’ve done around 40% of those and that’s gathering pace every 

single day. We are well on track to meet the target we set to 

complete all over 80s by the beginning of February and of course 

as of tomorrow those in the over 70s category will start to get 

their appointments for vaccination as well. So we’re all working to 

the same targets. I think we will see overall that we all are making 

good progress through this vaccination programme, but I think it 

is right, and I am very assured that it is right for us to have 
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focused on protecting the most vulnerable to serious illness and 

death from this virus as early as possible in the programme.  

 

AM: Well let’s talk about the vaccine supply. So far as we can tell, 

Scotland’s been allocated 700,000 doses for the time being and 

380,000 have been given to people. So what’s happened to the 

rest of it? Genuine question. Where are they, what’s happened to 

them? 

NS: They’re flowing from the allocation and there’s a difference 

between allocation and receipt into Scotland, to our Health Board 

and  into our GPs.  So we  have already used about 400,000 doses 

and the rest will be going into people’s arms over the days to 

come. Now of course the UK government have asked us not to 

talk in detail about the supply. We had published lots of figures 

about supply that they asked us to remove from publication, but 

we are just like the UK is, vaccinating as quickly as possible. We 

have a target in common with the other UK nations of having 

vaccinated by mid February everybody in the top four clinical 

priority groups the JVCI had set and we are on track to do that. So 

there is no question. I saw the head of Scotland’s GPs on twitter  

just a day or so ago saying that firstly that Scotland’s approach is 

the right one in his view and that great progress has been made 

on supply and on vaccinators over the previous days. 

 

AM: I’m sorry to jump in, but if we’re talking about Doctor Andrew 

Buist. He also says: “The supply of the vaccine so far has been 

quite patchy.” And there is a worry. I mean we’ve been talking to 

GPs, there’s a worry among Scottish GPs that there are too many 

levels of management compared with England it’s taking too long 

to actually get to the GPs in the front line. 

NS: I think a couple of points about that. The quote I’ve just used 

from Andrew Buist is actually I think more up to date than the 

quote you have just used, so I’ve also just seen you put it Matt 

Hancock, many of the same concerns about patchy supply for GPs 

that have been raised in England as in Scotland. That is, I think, 
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smoothing out and starting to be resolved. We have had the rate 

limitation of the number of packs coming into Scotland which has 

limited supply to GPs. On this question of whether there is a more 

bureaucratic system in Scotland I don’t think that’s the case 

although we will always look to see what we can do to simplify 

that. Our Health Board order the supplies and then allocate onto 

GPs. In England that’s done through clinical commissioning 

groups, the average population size of those is about 400,000, 

similar to the average population size of our Health Board. So I 

don’t think that is the case. But we are not complacent about any 

aspect of this. We are taking very clear decisions about  protecting 

those who are most vulnerable most quickly, and I come back to 

the point I started on.  95%, probably more than that now, of all 

the care home residents in Scotland have been – no, don’t cut me 

off here – have been vaccinated compared to three quarters in 

England. So we’re further ahead on care homes, the top group in 

the JCVI priority list. 

AM: You have said that already.  

NS: As a result of the resources on that we are slightly further 

behind on the over 80s in the community but rapidly catching up 

on that and on track as I hope all nations in the UK are to meet 

the targets we set. 

 

AM: Let’s talk about the Alex Salmond case.  Your predecessor 

and former friend has said that your account of this is – and I 

quote: “Simply untrue. Manifestly untrue. Untenable. Parliament 

has been repeatedly misled.” What did you think when you saw 

those words? 

NS: I don’t accept that and I will refute that  vigorously. Look, 

questions have been raised about my handling of sexual 

harassment claims made about my predecessor. It’s right that I 

am properly scrutinised on that. I had hoped that I would be 

before the Committee conducting this inquiry on Tuesday this 

week, unfortunately that’s been delayed by a couple of weeks, but 

I’ll sit before that Committee and I will refute all of those 
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accusations and I will set out my account of what happened, given 

the very difficult situation that I faced. And people can make their 

own judgements on that. But I will never do, what I will never do 

is apologise for doing everything I could to make sure that claims, 

complaints about sexual harassment were investigated. That they 

weren’t simply swept under the carpet because of the seniority 

and the powerful position of the person who was subject to them. 

 

AM: Your Spokesman said that Mr Salmond is, and I quote: 

“Spinning false conspiracy theories.” Do you agree with  your 

Spokesman? 

NS: Well, what I do certainly sometimes reflect on is that at times 

I appear to be simultaneously accused of colluding with Mr 

Salmond, to somehow cover up the accusations of sexual 

harassment on the one hand and then on the other hand of being 

part of some dastardly conspiracy to bring him down. Neither of 

those things are true. 

AM: Do you agree with your own Spokesperson, that he is 

spinning false conspiracy theories or not? 

 

NS: There are false conspiracy theories being spun about this and 

in that –  

AM: Coming from Alex Salmond? 

NS: - well look, Alex Salmond and people around him you can 

draw your own conclusions around that. But what I would say is 

this, what is forgotten in all of that are the women who brought 

forward these complaints. Now you know, I, at the time I became 

aware of all of this just tried hard not to interfere with what was 

going on and not to do anything that would see these swept aside 

rather than properly investigated. Now the Scottish government 

made mistakes in the investigation of that and that’s part of the 

subject of the Inquiry. But I didn’t collude with Alex Salmond and I 

didn’t conspire against him. But when I get the opportunity, which 

I’ve been waiting a long time on to sit in front of this Committee 

then I can set out these things fully.  It’s right as First Minister i 
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was faced with a difficult decision – but .. gave me a free pass it’s 

right that I’m properly scrutinised on that.  

 

AM: Then I have some good news because we can follow this a 

little bit  further, because at the centre of all of this is the question 

about what you knew and when you knew it  about the allegations 

against Mr Salmond. You said that you first found out when he 

told you at a meeting at  your  house on the 2nd of April, 2018, but 

we now know that there was a meeting four days earlier in your 

Parliamentary Office where the issues were discussed. And you 

then said you’d forgotten about this  meeting. Can you therefore 

now take the opportunity to explain to people quite clearly what 

you knew. When did you first know about the allegations, just tell 

people. 

NS: Alex Salmond told me about the allegations against on the 2nd 

of April in my house. Look, I am going to go into this with the 

Committee. With the greatest of respect Andrew, I am not going 

to going to get into the weeds of this with you in a short 

interview. I’ve set out some of this in my written evidence to the 

Committee and I’m going to set that out in oral evidence to the 

Committee when I get the opportunity. I’m very happy to do that, 

but let’s not forget here that -  

 

AM: I’m sorry to interrupt you, but I don’t think this is the weeds, 

I think this is central to it. Let me try another question. Your 

husband, who’s the Chief Executive of the SNP, gave evidence at 

the inquiry last month and he was asked about text messages to 

other SNP officials which talk about pressurising the police over 

this case and he said the language is inappropriate because he’d 

done nothing and he wasn’t involved in the conspiracy. But he also 

said that there were no other text messages of that nature. Is that 

true? 

NS: There are no messages that are relevant to this committee. 

The text messages that you referred to there were, as I 

understand it, the day after Alex Salmond was charged with 
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serious offences. The point he made was that everybody’s 

emotions were running really high that day. You just said to me 

something like he said he wasn’t involved in the conspiracy. There 

was no conspiracy. Complaints came forward here, they had to be 

investigated, it’s right that there’s scrutiny into how those of us 

confronted with this handled that. That’s what the committee of 

inquiry is for, and I will sit in front of that committee of inquiry 

and I will answer these questions in the appropriate way, and I’ll 

show due respect to it. 

 

AM: Okay. Those are some hard questions. Here’s an easy one: if 

it is proved to be true that you misled parliament you would resign 

wouldn’t you? You would have to resign. 

NS: I did not mislead parliament, so I’m not going to speculate on 

what might happen in the future. I’m clear I did not mislead 

parliament. But I think, to be perfectly frank, Andrew, I think I’ve 

got a right to due process of inquiries as well before you start to 

take me beyond those inquiries to what might happen then. I’m 

clear that I did not mislead parliament, and that’s what I will set 

out clearly when I get the opportunity, which I haven’t had in 

front of the committee of inquiry yet. 

 

AM: Right, let’s turn to drugs deaths in Scotland. They have 

doubled since 2014. You’ve been in charge all the time. When did 

you decide that this was a major problem for Scotland? 

NS: We’ve always known this is a major problem. We have a 

number of factors that lie behind the scale of drugs deaths. But I 

don’t think my government has done enough and focused hard 

enough on that up until now. I’ve been very open about that. I 

mean, I made a statement in the Scottish parliament this week 

setting out significant additional resources to tackle this, taking 

forward a number of recommendations that are coming through 

our drugs deaths task force. This is something that we do need 

much greater focus on, extra resourcing behind, and I’ve 

appointed a new Minister with dedicated responsibility for this 
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reporting directly to me so that we start to turn round what I 

described this week as a national disgrace. And we have a national 

mission now to make sure that we do that. And it’s been very 

warmly welcomed by many frontline campaigners on this issue. 

 

AM: I’m sure it has, but year after year after year the number of 

drugs deaths in Scotland has gone up and up and up. One grim 

record after another under you. And the question is, a genuine 

question, why is this happening in Scotland? 

NS: Well, I can tell you and give you some potential reasons, but 

that will sound as if I’m somehow excusing it. We have an aging 

cohort of drug users, people who started taking drugs in, you 

know – when I was young, in that generation that now have 

multiple health problems that is leading to a greater death rate. 

There are other reasons as well. But central to that is I don’t think 

we have yet got it right in terms of how we make sure that we 

intervene earlier with people who have drug addiction, offer them. 

So one of the things that we’ve set out significant additional 

resources for this week was getting people into treatment much 

more quickly, offering same-day treatment, doing much more to 

prevent overdoses of drugs. And if you’re wanting me to sit here 

and defend what I think is not defensible in terms of the light of 

the drugs deaths I’m not going to do that.  

 

AM: You can’t defend it. That’s fair enough. I’m sorry, we’re in a 

slightly strange position of me wanting to ask you about 

independence, because I had Boris Johnson on this show a little 

while ago and you may have noticed he thought there should be a 

40-year gap between the last independence referendum and any 

future one. What’s your response? 

NS: Well, it’s Robert Burns’ birthday tomorrow, our annual Burns 

Day, and when I hear Boris Johnson talk about this I kind of bring 

to mind a Burns poem. You know, ‘cowering timorous beastie, 

what panics in thy breastie?’ He’s frightened of democracy. The 

polls show that a majority of people in Scotland want 
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independence. If the SNP win the Scottish election in a few 

months’ time on a proposition of giving the people that choice, 

then what democrat could rightly stand in the way of that? Boris 

Johnson just clearly fears the verdict and the will of the Scottish 

people.  

 

AM: You say in a few months’ time, therefore you’re not going to 

delay these elections because of the coronavirus pandemic? 

NS: I see no reason why the elections should be delayed, but 

rightly and properly that’s not to say it shouldn’t simply be a 

decision for government. That would be a cross-party decision. 

We have legislation that had recently passed to put contingency 

arrangements in place. We might have to do the election 

differently, with postal voting for example, but I see no reason 

why it shouldn’t go ahead at this stage. Many countries have had 

elections over the course of the pandemic.  

 

AM: Nicola Sturgeon, we’re right out of time. One final question: if 

you do win well in those elections will you have an advisory 

referendum whatever Westminster says, a homemade Scottish 

referendum, yes or no? 

NS: I want to have a legal referendum, that’s what I’m going to 

seek the authority of the Scottish people for in May and if they 

give me that authority that’s what I intend to do. Have a legal 

referendum to give people in Scotland the right to choose. That’s 

democracy. It’s not about what I want or about what Boris 

Johnson wants, it’s about what the people of Scotland want and 

the increasing evidence is that they want independence. 

 

AM: Nicola Sturgeon, thanks very much indeed.  

(ends) 

 

 


