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The Presiding Officer addressing an audience at Queen’s University in 
Kingston, Canada, on Saturday 10 January 2015 
 
“Scotland’s Constitutional Journey” 
 
Thank you for that kind introduction Mr Principal.  
 
I too would like to first recognize the Right Honourable John Turner, Canada’s former 
Prime Minister.  
 
It is a great honour, Mr Turner, you do me by joining us today.  
 
And to Peter Milliken, Canada’s distinguished history-making House of Commons 
Speaker – of proud Scottish heritage I note – thank you for joining us. 
 
Can I also recognise Bryan Paterson, the Mayor of Kingston. 
 
I would also like to recognise Arthur Milnes, the City of Kingston’s Sir John A. 
Macdonald Bicentennial Ambassador.  It was Arthur who wrote to me inviting me to 
visit the Limestone City for this weekend’s historic celebrations.  Thank you Arthur.  
 
Finally, I am pleased to tell you that the Canadian national flag is today flying outside 
the City Chambers in Glasgow. 
 
The referendum on Scottish independence in September was an amazing display of 
civic democracy.  97% of people in Scotland were registered to vote with a turnout of 
85%.  People were engaged and enthused in politics for the first time in a long time.  
Their votes mattered. 
 
At the referendum, people in Scotland realised that democracy itself was far too 
important and too vital to be left in the hands of politicians and many felt for the first 
time that their vote mattered. 
 
When Sir John A Macdonald, whom we are commemorating, argued for the 
confederation of Canada he pointed to the union between Scotland and England as 
an example of the relationship he was proposing.  He said: 
 
“the union between them, in matters of legislation, is of federal character, because 
the Act of Union between the two countries provides that the Scottish law cannot be 
altered, except for the manifest advantage of the people of Scotland.” 
 
What I want to do today is give you an introduction to Scotland’s constitutional 
journey. I do so because I am aware that much of the international understanding of 
the constitutional debate in Scotland has been viewed perhaps not from a Scottish 
perspective. 
 
To understand where we are in Scotland today, what this whole debate is all about, 
we need to look back at its constitutional past. 
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Scotland is one of the world’s most ancient nations. The neolithic settlements in 
Orkney pre-date Stonehenge. Scotland was never conquered by the Romans. The 
Roman Empire stopped when Hadrian’s wall was built to stop the Scots invading 
them.  
 
The first King of Scots was probably Kenneth McAlpin who lived between 810 and 
858 and brought together Scotland’s warring tribes.  
 
One of the most important documents in Scotland’s history, the Declaration of 
Arbroath, is the founding document of the Scottish nation.  The declaration was 
signed in 1320 and asserted to the Pope, the most important person in Europe at 
that time, Scotland’s right to exist as an independent and sovereign state. You will 
know that this document formed the basis for the drafting of the American 
Declaration of Independence. Hardly surprising when most of the signatories to it 
were Scots or of Scots descent. 
 
To paraphrase, one of the most important things it said was ‘here is our beloved 
Robert, King of Scots, if he doesn’t do what we want him to do then we will remove 
him. In Scotland there was no divine right of Kings, they could only govern by 
consent.  
 
Fast forward almost 400 years and Scotland’s journey takes a change of direction.   
 
The Act of Union in 1707 brought together the Parliaments of Scotland and England.  
With the crowns of Scotland and England uniting in 1603, some viewed the union of 
the Parliaments inevitable.  For others it was unthinkable. 
 
Although Scotland retained its own church, education and legal system, citizens, 
who had no vote on the matter, saw the Act of Union as an abandonment of their 
country’s independence and rioted against the nobles who signed the treaty.   
 
Robert Burns said: 
 
“Scots were bought and sold for English gold,” 
 
The new Scottish Parliament building in Edinburgh has an annex which is called 
Queensberry House and it is interesting that this building was once owned by the 
Duke of Queensberry, one of the signatories to the treaty. It is rather ironic that the 
room which was his bedroom is now used as the office of the Presiding Officer in the 
reconvened Scottish Parliament. 
 
On the Act of Union, the Earl of Roxburghe remarked: 
 
“I heard a great many fine speeches against this union…but one thing I observe, that 
there is no remedy proposed by them, for our present ill circumstances we now lie 
under…how is it my lord to remedy these evils, I know no way but this union.” 
 
The then titled Chancellor of Scotland, the Earl of Seafield captured the sombre tone 
of the nation as he wound up the final debate in the then Scottish Parliament – he 
said sadly that it was the ‘end of ane auld sang.’ 
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In 1820, a radical movement in Scotland, which had been formed by the skilled 
weavers, who were paid a good wage for their skilled work, came to an end. Their 
banners read ‘Scotland free or a desert’. What they were arguing was that Scotland 
had to have control over its own affairs. 
 
1820 was of course the year that Sir John A Macdonald and his family immigrated to 
Kingston, Canada. 
 
In 1816, weavers in Kilsyth in Scotland were paid £1 per week, by 1820 they were 
being paid half as much.  Working conditions were also extremely poor.  Those that 
complained found themselves out of work.   
 
Across the country mass public meetings were held, led by “radicals” encouraging 
people to assert their democratic rights.   
 
The military quashed the small army of workers.  The leading radicals, James 
Wilson, Andrew Hardie and John Baird were made an example of and sentenced to 
death for treason.   
 
In 1888 James Keir Hardie formed the Independent Labour Party which led to the 
formation of the Labour Party in the rest of the UK. 
 
The Labour Party had firm roots in Scotland but it did not make a major political 
breakthrough until the UK General Election in 1922.  Home rule for Scotland was a 
key commitment.  
 
Although the Labour Party became the largest party in Scotland it was a 
Conservative government which was elected in the UK. The Conservative Prime 
Minister was Andrew Bonar Law who as you know hailed from New Brunswick but 
moved to Scotland at an early age.  
 
Between 1889 and 1914 Westminster debated Scottish home rule 15 times, and 
introduced four Bills on the subject.  In 1913, a Home Rule Bill passed its second 
reading before being defeated at the final vote.  
 
Scottish home rule became an issue of concern to the British Labour Party. The 
home rule movement gathered pace with the formation of the Scottish National Party 
in 1934.   
 
At the same time as the growing popularity of the SNP we had the Scottish 
Covenant, a petition to the UK Parliament, to create a home rule Scottish Parliament.   
 
John MacCormick who led that campaign believed that the national question would 
move forward with a non-political party campaign.  He aimed to achieve this through 
his convention, collecting signatures.  Over two million Scots signed a covenant. 
 
At the time, the Scottish Covenant had little political impact because of the outbreak 
of the war. 
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After World War Two, home rule for Scotland received support from the struggling 
Scottish Liberals, based on their desire for greater control of Scottish economic 
resources.   
 
However it was not until the late 1960s that proposals for a Scottish Assembly 
became an issue once more. 
 
A shock by-election win in 1967 placed the SNP firmly on the British political map.  A 
young Glasgow solicitor called Winifred Ewing, or ‘Winnie’ as she was known, won 
the Labour seat of Hamilton with 46 per cent of the vote.  She took one of the safest 
Labour seats in the party’s political heartland in the west of Scotland and sent shock 
waves through the UK political establishment. 
 
The threat of a strong nationalist independence movement in Scotland caused some 
in the British Labour and Conservative parties to accept some form of home rule as a 
possible solution.   
 
In 1968, the Conservative Party leader Edward Heath made what was referred to as 
the ‘Declaration of Perth’. This committed the Conservatives to supporting some 
form of devolution and recommended that there should be a directly elected body 
with legislative power in Scotland. 
 
Support for nationalism and devolution increased dramatically in Scotland in the 
1970s, this came at a time when oil was discovered in the area of the North Sea off 
the coast of Scotland.  The SNP ran the slogan: ‘it’s Scotland’s oil’. 
 
In the General Election in 1974, the SNP gained seven seats and 22 per cent of the 
vote, leading the incoming Labour government to recognise the demand for home 
rule.  In the second election in 1974 the SNP won 11 seats, were in second place in 
more than 40 other seats, and pushed the Conservatives into third place in Scotland. 
 
In 1974 Labour brought forward proposals to bring about a Scottish Assembly.  It 
was opposed by some in the Labour Party. 
 
This opposition to a minority Labour government saw the insertion into the Bill of an 
amendment tabled by Labour MP George Cunningham which made a key condition 
that more than 40% of the total electorate had to vote yes for a Scottish Assembly to 
be set up.  
 
The referendum took place on 1 march 1979.  There was a small majority in favour of 
yes. The outcome fell short of 40 per cent. Following a vote of no confidence in the 
Labour government, a Conservative government, led by Margaret Thatcher, was 
elected. One of the first actions of this new government was to repeal the Scotland 
Act 1979.  
 
Many in Scotland would argue that the hand maiden of the Scottish Parliament and 
devolution was Margaret Thatcher who led the UK Government between 1979 and 
1990.  
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Mrs Thatcher’s reforms saw the dismantling of traditional Scottish heavy industry – 
steel, coal, shipbuilding, with higher rates of unemployment than the rest of the UK.     
 
During that period, the Conservatives lost almost all of their MPs in Scotland leading 
people to question why Scotland was being governed by a party it did not elect.    
 
It came to a head when the Conservative government introduced a new form of local 
government finance. Officially known as the Community Charge but referred to as 
the Poll Tax. The fact that the Poll Tax was introduced in Scotland ahead of its 
implementation in England and Wales caused fury in Scotland because people of 
Scotland felt they were being used as guinea pigs. 
 
Recent archive historical papers released by the UK Government suggests that 
many of Mrs Thatcher’s colleagues were privately warning her of this very point.  
 
In 1989, the Scottish Constitutional Convention led a cross-party campaign for 
constitutional change.  Its first meeting included most of the Scottish MPs, Councils, 
and representatives from the Scottish Trades Union Congress, and church and civic 
groups.   
 
The convention asserted that it would be the people of Scotland who would 
determine their constitutional future. At the first meeting of the convention, the 
convener, Canon Kenyon Wright, famously remarked:  
 
“What if that other voice we all know so well responds by saying “we say no, and we 
are the State?”” 
“well, we say yes – and we are the people” 
 
The SNP took no part in the Convention because the option of independence was 
not being considered. 
 
The Convention developed detailed proposals for a Scottish Parliament. In 1995, it 
published ‘Scotland’s Parliament, Scotland’s Right’; a blueprint for a Scottish 
Parliament.  
 
In May 1997, Tony Blair and the Labour Party moved into government. Devolution of 
power to Scotland was a central manifesto commitment. 
 
The government published its detailed plan for Scottish devolution in July 1997.  It 
proposed the establishment of a Scottish Parliament that would have domestic law-
making and tax-varying powers. Such was the enthusiasm that when the White 
Paper, ‘Scotland’s Parliament’, was published, I recall it became the bestselling 
document in some bookshops! 
 
On September 11 1997, a referendum was held with 74.3% supporting the creation 
of a Scottish Parliament and 63.5% supporting the proposal to give the proposed 
Scottish Parliament limited tax varying powers.  The voter turnout was 60.4%. 
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In 1998, the UK Parliament passed the Scotland Bill. The first elections for the 
Scottish Parliament were held on 6 ,ay 1999 with the formal transfer of powers taking 
place on 1 July 1999. 
 
Powers reserved to Westminster were on constitutional reform; foreign policy; 
defence and national security; fiscal, economic and monetary policy; employment 
legislation; some health issues such as abortion; social security, and some aspects 
of transport regulation. 
 
All other domestic powers were devolved to the Scottish Parliament. 
 
It was a great privilege and honour to be elected to that Parliament in 1999. Of 
course in 1707 there were no Parliamentarians who were elected nor were there any 
women. In 1999, 37% of the members elected were women. 
 
The first Scottish Parliament election in 1999 resulted in a hung Parliament, and the 
Labour Party and the Liberal Democrats formed a coalition government.   
 
At the first meeting of the re-established Scottish Parliament, Dr Winnie Ewing MSP, 
whom I referred to earlier, said in opening that first meeting 
 
“the Scottish Parliament which adjourned on 25 March 1707 is hereby reconvened.” 
 
On 13 May 1999, Donald Dewar was elected as Scotland’s first First Minister.  In his 
speech to the Scottish Parliament on 1 July 1999, arguably the finest he ever made, 
he spoke for all, regardless of political party,  when he referred to the opening words 
of the Scotland act 1998 ‘there shall be a Scottish Parliament’. 
 
 
He said: 
 
‟through long years, those words were first a hope, then a belief, then a promise. 
Now they are a reality. This is a moment anchored in our history. 
“This is about more than our politics and our laws. This is about who we are, how we 
carry ourselves. In the quiet moments today, we might hear some echoes from the 
past:  
The shout of the welder in the din of the great Clyde shipyards:  
The speak of the mearns, with its soul in the land;  
The discourse of the enlightenment, when Edinburgh and Glasgow were a light held 
to the intellectual life of Europe;  
The wild cry of the great pipes;  
And back to the distant cries of the battles of Bruce and Wallace.” 
 
Donald Dewar sadly passed away in October 2000.  
 
May 2003, saw the second elections to the Scottish Parliament, and once again the 
governing Scottish Executive was a coalition between Labour and the Liberal 
Democrats. 
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However, at the 2007 election, history was made when the SNP, under the 
leadership of Alex Salmond won by the narrowest of margins.  After failed attempts 
at forming a coalition government the SNP formed a minority government.   
 
In 2011 the event that everyone said could not happen, happened. The SNP won an 
absolute majority.   
 
Out of a Parliament of 129 members the SNP had 69 seats, Labour 37, the 
Conservatives 15, the Liberal Democrats five and independents and Greens three. 
 
This majority win meant that it was inevitable the SNP Government would bring 
forward proposals for an independence referendum.  
 
Following negotiations between the UK and Scottish Governments the Edinburgh 
Agreement was signed agreeing that the Scottish Parliament could hold a 
referendum and that the voting franchise would allow 16 and 17 year olds to vote for 
the first time.   
 
The campaign on both sides captured the imagination not only the Scottish people 
but the world. Over 650 journalists from across the world camped in Edinburgh to 
cover the referendum.   
 
The referendum question was: “Should Scotland be an independent country?”   
 
The discussions and debates were everywhere, from the pubs, to hair salons, from 
park benches to town halls. Community halls across Scotland were full of people 
discussing, listening, and contemplating this important question about the 
constitutional future of their country.  Everybody was talking about the referendum. 
 
Indeed, when London based journalists finally realised the referendum was taking 
place, it was clear that the ordinary person had more knowledge of the issues 
around the referendum than they did. 
 
Both sides of the argument focussed on grass roots campaigning. It became clear 
early on that the politicians had no control over the campaigns which were being 
organised in villages, towns and cities mostly by non-politicians. People were doing it 
for themselves. 
 
Social media played an important role in the campaign.     
 
Two years out from the referendum opinion polls were showing an overwhelming win 
for the no campaign. But the opinion polls narrowed as the referendum date became 
closer.   
 
When the polls showed a small lead for the yes campaign with a week to go, the 
leaders from the 3 main parties in Westminster, Prime Minister David Cameron, 
Deputy Prime Minister Nick Clegg and leader of the Labour Party Ed Miliband, came 
to Scotland to campaign.  
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They pledged to the people in Scotland that, if they voted no, there would be change. 
They promised the Scottish Parliament would gain additional powers. 
 
As the momentum built, 97% of people registered to vote. On 18 September, we 
witnessed an extraordinary expression of civic democracy – 85% of those registered 
to vote went to the polling stations and voted, a large proportion voted for the first 
time. 
 
Prior to that many people in their 30s and 40s were not on the electoral register as 
they had taken themselves off it because it had been used as the poll tax register. 
 
Over 3.6 million people in Scotland made their mark on a piece of paper, ensuring 
their voice was heard. 
 
Scotland voted no to independence but did so with the promise of change. 
 
As I said in my address to the Scottish Parliament Chamber in the aftermath of the 
vote. 
 
“We return to this Parliament in a Scotland that has changed forever.” 
 
“It cannot and must not be business as usual.  People have come off their settees, 
out of their homes into the streets and public meetings, and then into the polling 
stations.  They are not going back.” 
 
The Prime Minister, David Cameron, set out a timetable to agree and deliver more 
powers, and set up a commission, led by Lord Smith of Kelvin. 
 
The Smith Commission worked with the five parties represented in the Scottish 
Parliament to agree what the powers should be and reported on 27 November 2014. 
 
In the next few days I understand that draft amendments will be published by the UK 
Government but there will be no legislation until after the UK Parliament elections in 
May. 
 
One of the most fascinating aspects following the referendum is that the political 
parties who campaigned for a yes vote and lost have seen their party membership 
soar. The SNP has increased its party membership by more than five-fold to over 
100,000 and the Scottish Greens and the Scottish Socialist Party have also 
witnessed unprecedented numbers. 
 
The most recent opinion polls show that the SNP is on course to win a substantial 
number of seats at the UK General Election.  
 
This UK election is probably the most difficult to call in recent memory as any 
legislation for more powers for Scotland will not be introduced until after that election. 
The outcome is keenly anticipated. 
 
Scotland continues on its constitutional journey. The destination is not yet known but 
Scotland will continue to be fascinating for constitutional scholars and commentators. 
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But more importantly, the Scottish people have demonstrated throughout their long 
history asserted their right to determine their own constitutional future and will 
continue to do so. 
 


