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Why Scotland's other politicians should go ahead and make Alex Salmond's day


	Illustration by Steve O'Brien


	

	[image: image1.jpg]




	


TO JUDGE from the awe with which he is regarded by his rivals, Alex Salmond, Scotland’s first minister and leader of the Scottish National Party (SNP) is a politician of wizard-like cunning. Look, they say, at the scandal over the release of the Lockerbie bomber. Saltires were waved in Tripoli and brickbats hurled from Washington; yet, even as he insisted the decision was Scotland’s alone, Mr Salmond contrived to deflect much of the blame onto Gordon Brown. Their deep fear is that Mr Salmond will conjure Scotland into independence. 

The Westminster by-election in Glasgow North East on November 12th is one of two big political events in Scotland this month. Probably the more important is on November 30th, St Andrew’s Day, when Mr Salmond’s devolved executive will publish a draft bill to authorise a referendum on independence; he hopes to hold the vote itself in late 2010. Lacking a majority in the Scottish Parliament, the SNP needs the backing of at least one other party for the bill to pass. At the moment, that seems unlikely. But Mr Salmond’s opponents should reconsider.

Mr Salmond claims his preferred outcome of the impending general election is a hung parliament. Another view is that the result most helpful for the SNP would be a victory for the Conservatives. A Tory government, the argument runs, might boast only a few MPs in Scotland (the party now has one, up from zero in 1997). The Tories have not rehabilitated themselves in Scotland as they have in Wales and elsewhere; many Scots still bitterly associate them with the poll tax and closed shipyards and factories. The cuts that the next government would soon make might hurt Scotland particularly, since the public sector accounts for an even greater share of the economy than below Hadrian’s wall.

All this will boost Mr Salmond, who manages to portray himself as both an incumbent and an aggrieved insurgent, exploiting the political luxuries and natural frictions of devolution. The arithmetic at Westminster will bolster the contention that its authority over Scotland is illegitimate. Meanwhile the Labour Party, which would be the union’s main defender north of the border, will be rancorous and depressed. South of it, the fiscal squeeze will sharpen resentment of the subsidy Scotland receives from the exchequer. Some in England will egg the nationalists on—including a few cynical Tories, who see cutting Scotland loose as a way of entrenching their grip on the rest of Britain. So the Scots vote “yes”; Mr Salmond’s historic destiny is fulfilled; David Cameron turns out to be the United Kingdom’s last prime minister.

For the SNP, that is a beguiling scenario. For others, it is alarming, which helps to explain why Scotland’s other main parties, and their bosses in London, oppose Mr Salmond’s referendum. In fact, it would be much riskier for him than for the union.

Independence lite
Mr Salmond is already honing his attack on Mr Cameron: “a hard face behind a nice smile,” he says. But behind the smile there is also an ardent unionist with a sophisticated political brain. Mr Cameron is unlikely to be so stupid as to stoke Scottish enmity with slights or vindictive cuts. Devolution itself, introduced since the Tories last held office, would blunt the illegitimacy charge. 

More importantly, while the Scots may not like the Tories much, they are (still) not too keen on independence either. The proportion saying they want it is stuck at roughly a third. Even that may be an overstatement: actual votes for a rupture might fall short of bravura responses to pollsters. Enough may want Mr Salmond to be first minister of a devolved Scotland for him to keep the job after the Scottish elections of 2011; few want him to be prime minister of an independent one. Recognising this problem, the SNP now markets a sort of independence lite or 2.0, designed to sound reassuringly innocuous, in which Scotland keeps the queen, the pound and its military bases (a gradualism that suits Mr Salmond more than his party’s Braveheart wing). 

And far from being the most perilous time to test the union, this may be the most propitious. Mr Salmond defends his pre-credit crunch talk of an “arc of prosperity” extending from, er, Iceland, through Ireland, then Scotland and onwards (now mocked as an “arc of insolvency”). He thinks an independent Scotland could have bailed out its huge and floundering banks as the British government did. That is incredible. So, increasingly, is Mr Salmond’s vision of Scotland’s economy: his have-cake-and-eat-it approach to business and public spending, and enthusiasm for financial services, are ominously reminiscent of New Labour’s. Like the Lockerbie imbroglio, this has yet to dent his personal standing. But the crunch and recession will surely persuade some Scots that going it alone would be foolhardy. 

Other anti-referendum arguments circulating in Edinburgh are also weak. Some worry that holding one would make the constitutional issue mainstream. But it is already. Others moan that Mr Salmond would ask a rigged question. He may, but Scottish voters should be able to see through it. Even if independence were rejected, many maintain, the SNP would try again—true, perhaps, but only eventually. It was often said that Tony Blair would have been emasculated by defeat in a plebiscite on joining the euro. Likewise, failure in the defining purpose of Mr Salmond’s career would neuter him. The quest for independence would be suspended for at least a decade. For anyone who thinks it wrongheaded and disruptive, that is a valuable prize. 

There is a good reason why Scotland’s other politicians fear Mr Salmond: he is more charismatic and cleverer than them. He is clever enough to realise his chances of getting his referendum are slim and of winning it slimmer; he may well be content to see his adversaries vote it down, furnishing just the sort of grievance that he thrives on. They should call the conjuror’s bluff. 

