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AM: The Liberal Democrats are next in our series of party leader 

interviews. Their online conference is taking place this week and is 

led by the newly-minted leader Ed Davey. What can we expect 

from him and his band of 11 MPs? He joins me now. Welcome, Ed 

Davey. Can I start by talking about students, who are having a 

particularly tough time at the moment? Now, your party was 

behind tuition fees when they came in. I wonder now whether – 

you have so many students around the country who are not able 

to go to actual lectures, who are doing everything by Zoom calls 

of virtually, whether you think there is a case for those students to 

get their tuition fees, or some of their tuition fees, back? 

ED: We do need to help them. And not just financially. We need to 

help them because they’ve got some real health issues and I think 

they’re really challenged because they’re being asked to be locked 

away. Some of them are being told they may not get home for 

Christmas. And I think our hearts must go out to them. These 

people have gone through some real pain and trauma in recent 

years. The exam fiasco, which has been very difficult for many of 

them and their families, then going into halls of residence where 

they’re not allowed to socialise in the way they would have hoped. 

And now they’re being told they may not be going home for 

Christmas to their families. I’m very worried about them. I hope 

the government won’t just act financially but will actually work 

with universities to help these young people. 

 

AM: I’m glad you’re worried about them, and certainly are hearts 

are involved, but what they really want to know is will they/should 

they get their money back? That was my question. 

ED: Yeah, and I said that there needs to be some financial 

support. And you mentioned the cost for these students, well, 

some of them have had to sign contracts for accommodation, and 
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so there’s quite a complicated issue and I don’t see the 

government talking about it at all.  

 

AM: The possible big parliamentary showdown this week is Sir 

Graham Brady’s 1922 Committee amendment obliging the 

government to allow MPs to vote on new coronavirus restrictions 

before they are imposed. Are the Liberal Democrats going to vote 

for the amendment? 

ED: Hugely sympathetic with it. I do think the government have 

failed to come to parliament when they should have done. 

 

AM: I’m sorry to jump in, but hugely sympathetic? What does that 

mean? Does that mean you’re going to vote for it or not? 

ED: My only concern with it, Andrew, is it doesn’t go far enough. 

So I might like it very much – 

AM: Will you vote for it? 

ED: Well, almost certainly. The reason is this, Andrew: the 

problem with the Coronavirus Act renewal is I think it’s going to 

fail many people who were failed by the original Act. Let me give 

you examples. Disabled people, people who need care. This Act 

takes the duty of councils to look after them. As someone who’s 

been a carer all my life – I have a disabled child, was a young 

carer looking after my mum when she was dying – I think people 

need that care, and for the government to legislate to take away 

the rights to care I think is outrageous. So my only concern with 

the Brady Amendment is it doesn’t go far enough. 

 

AM: Well, maybe you’ll have your own amendment down in due 

course as well. Can I turn to the question many people will be 

asking themselves as your conference week unfolds? What are the 

Liberal Democrats really for, what makes you distinctive? Over the 

last few years the answer has been very, very clear. You were the 

pro-European party, you were the pro-EU party, you campaigned 

very, very hard for that. Now you say that it’s off the agenda for 

the next few years, and you may very well be right about that, but 
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in the long term eventually you must, surely, be the rejoin party, 

let’s get back into the EU party, aren’t you? 

ED: Well, first of all the next election I talked about as having a 

greener economy, a fairer society, more caring country, and care 

is one of the issues I’m really pushing. But we will remain pro-

European, and we haven’t changed our values. 

 

AM: Do you think we should go back? Do you think we should go 

back into the EU eventually? 

ED: Well, as I lead the party now, recognising we’ve had three 

very disappointing elections, I’ve said that we need to wake up 

and smell the coffee, need to listen to people first before we 

decide our manifesto in four years’ time. And so I’m going on a 

listening tour, and when I’m meeting people around the country 

they’re talking, not about Brexit, they’re talking about covid. 

They’re talking about their jobs, their livelihoods, their businesses. 

And I want the Liberal Democrats to talk and focus on people’s 

concerns. I want our policies to be relevant to them where they 

are. And so that’s my focus. 

 

AM: It sounds as if Europe is no longer central. Can I ask you 

about one other really big question coming up over the next year 

or so? If the SNP win a majority in the next Holyrood elections on 

their manifesto, do they then have a mandate for an 

independence referendum next year? 

ED: Well, the Liberal Democrats do not want the separation of 

Scotland from the rest of the United Kingdom. We believe the 

family of nations should stick together, and Liberal Democrats will 

be standing at the Holyrood elections in May to – 

AM: I get that. I’m so sorry. My question is do they have a 

mandate? Do they have a mandate for a referendum or not? 

ED: Well, Liberal Democrat MSPs elected will have stood on a 

mandate to oppose that second referendum, wouldn’t they? And 

so we will vote against it. 
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AM: Alright, Ed Davey, enjoy what you can of your conference. 

Thanks very much indeed for talking to us today? 

(ends) 

 


