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The SNP will no longer sit by while Scotland 

is “treated shabbily” at Westminster, Angus 

MacNeil warns. And this week’s fox hunting 

vow is just the start. The new Energy 

Committee chair talks to Daniel Bond
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I
t’s easy to see how it happens. You’re 
standing on the Terrace, glass of 
subsidised white wine or pint of 
craft ale in hand, looking out at 
some of the most arresting views in 
the capital; the Palace behind you, 
the London Eye lighting up the sky 
across the Thames, Big Ben bonging 
overhead. You’ve just spent the week 
walking the corridors of power and 
rubbing shoulders with influential 
figures and statesmen, and next it’s 

off to City Airport to fly back home for the 
weekend. Before long you begin to reflect 
that, while there might be some tweaks 
to make here and there, perhaps there’s 
something in this Westminster lark after all? 

The British Establishment is notorious 
for its ability to seduce its detractors with 
a taste of the clubbable lifestyle. But it 
will surely be different with the SNP? 
They deplore the pomp. They laugh at 
the arcane. They subsist on chips.

After a decade as one of the few Scot 
Nats in Westminster, Angus MacNeil 
knows the dangers better than most - if 
anyone is a harbinger for what a future here 
holds for the SNP’s new Members it’s him. 
“I do wind up my colleagues and try and tell 
them I’ve turned native,” he jokes as he sits 
down with The House in his PCH office. “I 
have friends across the Chamber and across 
parties, genuine friends. I get personal 
enjoyment and pleasure knowing people in 
different parties, with different experiences. 
There are a number of guys in Labour, 
the Tories and the Libs. That’s just what 
happens in here. We get on really well.”

The initial trepidation about the arrival 
of an unruly band of new SNP MPs – “The 
Scots are invading…” ran the Mail headline 
as the party staged a land grab for a prime 
spot on the Green Benches, amid reports 
of such convention-defying antics as taking 
selfies and clapping in debates – has now 
given way to respect and a realisation that 
perhaps this strange hoard from north of the 
Border contains some seriously impressive 
figures after all. Their maiden speeches 

have invariably been warmly received, their 
contributions welcomed and their attendance 
record in the Chamber, in what’s now been 
dubbed the Scottish Quarter, praised.

MacNeil beams at the shift in tone in 
recent weeks. “First it’s ‘the SNP are a 
destructive force’, then we’re over the other 
side, we’re native, we’re more establishment 
than the establishment itself,” he laughs.

“All that shows is the difficulty they 
have of putting the SNP in a pigeon hole. 
What are the SNP? Why are they here? 
What’s their agenda? Even Boris Johnson 
said to me a fortnight ago ‘Angus you 
guys are not serious about independence 
are you’? I said ‘yeah we are’!

“There was a hysterical reaction in 
the press. It’s a complete fallacy and 
completely false picture. We’re not here 
to be a destructive force, but we’re not 
turning native either. We’re here and we’ve 
got a serious professional job to do. We’re 
looking for the best deal for Scotland.”

And, as this week has proven, they’re 
willing to break new constitutional ground 
in pursuit of that if necessary. The SNP’s 
vow to end their convention of not voting on 
English-only laws over fox hunting, forcing 
the Government to shelve its plans to bring 
forward the changes this week, has set the 
stage for a bitter constitutional clash over 
English Votes for English Laws, and the 
extent of devolution set out in the Scotland 
Bill. The SNP’s move, Tory party sources said 
as they pulled the vote, just “shows exactly 
why” the introduction of EVEL is so vital.   

Asked about the decision, MacNeil 
says England and Wales has “done a better 
job” legislating on fox hunting than the 
Scottish government, and admits it’s time 
for Holyrood to look at bringing the law 
north of the Border in to line with the 
tougher rules. But he also echoes First 
Minister Nicola Sturgeon’s remarks about a 
lack of respect shown to the SNP’s mandate 
from the Government, and makes clear 
that the decision to vote was taken “in 
the context of the Scotland Bill”, which 
he believes falls woefully short of the 

“If the 
Government 
think they can 
kick us and 
there will be no 
kickback then 
they’re wrong”



| THE HOUSE MAGAZINE |  1517 JULY 2015WWW.POLITICSHOME.COM 



16 | THE HOUSE MAGAZINE | 17 JULY 2015 WWW.POLITICSHOME.COM 

devolution pledges made by the Prime 
Minister before last year’s referendum. 

“A lot of SNP guys are really fed up 
with that. If they think they can kick us and 
there’s no kickback then they’re wrong,” 
he says. “When the Scottish Government, 
the Scottish Parliament and 95% of the 
Scottish Members here wanted more powers 
for Scotland they blocked us. So they’ve 
got to realise that we’re a force sitting here 
that is levering for Scotland and we’ll use 
whatever levers we can get our hands on.” 

Asked if fox hunting is a unique case, 
or if this is beginning of a new broader 
approach of voting on non-Scottish issues, 
MacNeil says there is a strong argument 

for a “progressive alliance”, adding: “I 
think it could go either way. It could be a 
one off or it could be more often.” Has that 
precedent now been set? “We’ll just have to 
wait and see,” he replies. “Case by case.”

He admits there was a frank discussion 
and initial disagreement in SNP ranks over 
the consequences of changing their long-
held policy, but says the decision came down 
“what’s in the best interests of Scotland”. 

“It was a long deliberation. We were an 
hour and three-quarters going over it. The 
first few speakers went one way, then the next 
few came in from the other way. I was playing 
devil’s advocate. The SNP will have debates 
as to what the best policy and the best course 
to take is. But what the SNP really have is a 
North Star. And people will sacrifice short 
term egos, short term point scoring, for that.

“Everybody felt the same way on the 
issue; I don’t think there was anybody in 
favour of hunting foxes with hounds, there 
were no differences of opinion there at all. 
The differences of opinion were how will we 
deal with it, and the argument crystalized 
on what would be in the Scottish interest. 
And given the disrespect in the Scotland 
Bill, and these guys imagining that they can 
do what they want to Scotland and Scotland 

will not have any strength or kickback, I 
hope they’re realising now that there are 
consequences to treating Scotland shabbily.”

But the more muscular approach from 
the SNP could have consequences for 
Scotland, too. The Government has already 
indicated that the SNP’s actions have 
strengthened their hand in fight for EVEL.  

“If they want EVEL we’re happy for 
that if we get Scottish votes for Scottish 
laws,” an angered MacNeil insists. “If they 
get an English veto, we want a Scottish 
veto. And they don’t seem to understand 
that. They talk about a respect agenda, 
it’s more of Cameron’s hot air. If they’re 
looking for respect, respect cuts both 
ways, and so does blocking and vetoing.

“That’s why we got involved in fox 
hunting. They’re in a situation where 
they should have shown Scotland genuine 
respect. David Cameron said on the 10th 
September that if Scotland voted to stay in 
the Union then all forms of devotion are 
there and all are possible. The implication 
was we could have anything at all within 
the UK if we voted No. Given the vote 
he wanted, all forms of devolution are not 
there now. And the big question has to be 
asked: were the Scottish people tricked? Did 
David Cameron trick the Scottish people?

“That’s the way it’s felt in Scotland at 
the moment, especially in the light of what’s 
not come in the Scotland Bill. Smith was 
a watering down of the Vow, the Scotland 
Bill is a watering down of Smith. None of 
our amendments were accepted at all. The 
powers they’re giving us they’re conceding 
reluctantly, while our sails are still strong. 
If they had any brain, if they had any sense, 
they’d give us full fiscal autonomy, which 
would take a lot of the wind out of our 
sails and would leave us not straining 

“If they had any sense they’d give us 
full fiscal autonomy, which would 
take a lot of the wind out of our sails”
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against the system. But they don’t have 
that because of the empire mind-set.”   

Comparing the UK setup to the 
devolutionary settlement between 
Denmark and the Faroe Islands, he says 
Copenhagen has clearly moved past 
the sort of “imperial hangover” which 
he believes still dogs Westminster. 

“Their relationship with Denmark is such 
that they can take the powers they want. Here 
it’s ‘well take some crumbs off the table, a 
bit of this, a bit of the next thing, a bit of one 
power – not even a whole power – we’ll put 
it in a box, put some wrapping paper around 
it, put a bow on it and say there’s what 
you’re getting’. If the Scottish government 
wants it, the parliament wants it, and 95% 
of the MPs want it, we should be able to 
take that. We’re mature grownups. But it’s 
‘we’ll give you a little bit, we know best’.”

He accuses the pro-Union parties of 
getting “very emotional” about a tribal idea 
of Britishness, and insists it is the SNP that 
is focused on a practical solution which 
can benefit all sides. “We’re always being 
told we’re the emotional ones. When in 
actual fact if you drill down we’re the ones 
who deal with practicalities,” he argues. 

“They talk about being ‘better together’. 
As if we’re not together with the French, 
the Germans, the Irish, the Manx. We’re 
all together. What they mean by together 
is we all have the same government. We 
say we’re still together but we can have 
many governments. The togetherness of 
Scandinavia is a better ‘better together’. 
That’s the better together that we should 

be following. Rather than the idea that 
the island of Britain needs only one 
government. If you were to make the UK 
into two more efficient, taxable areas, 
revenue raising areas, you’d have different 
levels of growth in Scotland. That will 
help England and complement England, 
especially the north. It’s a mutual win.” 

And he insists he will take a 
fundamentally untribal approach to his 
new role as chair of the energy and climate 

change committee, too. “One of the good 
things you can say about Westminster is, 
while they may be tribal in the chamber, 
people are keen to learn from one another and 
see different points of view. Not agree with 
them, but understand them. That’s one of 
the strengths and hopefully the committee 
will be in that sort of genre,” he says.

“If there is a difference of opinion in 
certain areas it will be a genuine difference 
of opinion. But there’s great expertise in 
the committee. I want to see the talents 
of the committee coming forward and 
shining. And hopefully there are going 
to be people who will make a name for 
themselves through the committee.”

Green campaigners have been alarmed 
by a number of changes brought forward by 
the Government since the election, not least 
changes to the Climate Change Levy which 
will hit renewables, and the decision to end 
subsidies for onshore wind a year earlier 
than planned. Is he concerned about the 
health of the Government’s green agenda? 
“Well I’m concerned, but more importantly 
the industry is concerned,” he says. 
“When the end of renewable obligations 

for onshore wind came, a lot of people in 
the industry came to my door asking what 
was happening. It took the department two 
or three weeks to give clarity. They still 
haven’t given us clarity on the contracts 
for difference, they still haven’t given us 
clarity on feed-in tariffs, and they still 
haven’t given us clarity on islands, of 
particular interest to me. So it would be nice 
if they’d thought it through a bit more.”

He continues: “Onshore is the cheapest 
form of renewables. And we’ve got to 
remember the genesis of this is a planning 
complaint in the shires of England. 
They’ve confused planning and energy, 
and I would argue they’re taking a 

“The foolishness, the folly, the 
– I’m resisting the word idiocy – 
of George Osborne at the Treasury 
really has no bounds in my mind”
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wrecking ball to the whole framework. 
And they say local people should have 
the last say? Well now when local people 
want this stuff, if the support mechanisms 
are not there, they can’t get it.”

There is also concern in the industry 
about the impact of spending cuts on the 
Department of Energy and Climate Change. 
The Green Alliance think tank warned 
this month that cuts to the department’s 
staffing budget risked curtailing its ability 
to function effectively. There has even been 
speculation, particularly from former Decc 
special adviser Duncan Brack, that the 
department could be merged with Defra 
in the future. Such a move, MacNeil says, 
would be “an act of extreme foolishness”. “I 
would hope that the government wouldn’t 
be that silly,” he says. “But you know the 
foolishness, the folly, the – I’m resisting 
the word idiocy – of George Osborne at 
the Treasury really has no bounds in my 
mind. The guy could go anywhere.”

But while he says his “first role” 
is to scrutinise the Government, he 
sees his committee developing into 
something that pro-actively seeks 
solutions and goes out to “set the 
agenda” on climate change policy, too.

“Committees are changing here. 
Committees are evolving. I think there’s an 
increasing awareness of what committees 
could and should be doing and how they 
could lead and recommend more; how a 
collective thought could come together that 
might improve decision making,” he says.

“One of the strengths we have to realise is 
it’s not just about the UK parliament. There’s 
more than one country in the world, and there 

will be people doing things better than we 
are. We’ve just got to go and learn from them. 
One of the things I’ve asked the committee 
clerks for is what are the energy and climate 
change committees in other parliaments 
in Europe looking at? What can we learn 
from them? What have they discovered? 
Have any of them charted a way to a low 
carbon future? There is great international 
experience there which we can touch on.”

MacNeil, like most in his party, is 
fiercely pro-European, but events in Greece 
in recent weeks have left him angered at 
the current direction taken by Brussels 
and Berlin. Drawing on references as 
disparate as the IMF’s new report, German 
history – “Germany had debt forgiveness 
in 1953, it really is ironic that those who 
are misunderstanding their past are the 
Germans” – the Bible – “the Lord’s Prayer 
says forgive us our debts as we forgive our 
debtors” – and Monopoly, he argues the 
Greek debt burden is “unsustainable”.

 “If you’ve ever played Monopoly, 
you get to a stage where somebody’s 
winning and everyone else in the family 
is losing, you can write as many IOUs 
as you want but in the end really you’re 
just impoverishing the other players and 
they’re not competing. You’ve got to kick 
the table over and start again,” he says.

“It’s huge, huge mistake. Move past 
the finance and economics, there is a 
human catastrophe under all that. There’s 
a generation of young people not getting 
jobs, not getting their lives going. Why? 
Has there been a major famine? Has there 
been a climate disaster? No, nothing has 
actually gone wrong. The crops haven’t 

failed. The rains haven’t stopped. We 
have a financial system that is clearly 
misfiring and we have people with such 
faith in that financial system, and trying to 
teach moral lessons through that financial 
system, that they’re prepared to destroy 
the lives of a generation of Greeks.

“They’ve lost complete sight of what the 
point of all this is meant to be. They’re lost 
on the head of a needle, on something very, 
very small, when the bigger picture is ‘how 
can you best help people live, remain, thrive 
in Greece? To get their economy going, 
get jobs going, get hospitals, medicine, get 
schools going’. They’ve lost sight of that.”

Despite his concerns about the EU’s 
direction, he remains firmly committed to 
the idea of an independent Scotland taking 
up its place in Brussels. The SNP have been 
treading carefully around the idea of calling 
for a second independence referendum 
too soon, but MacNeil is clear that before 
long another vote will be on the table. “It’s 
coming. The question will be do we ask the 
Scottish people about full fiscal autonomy 
only, will it be independence only or will 
we ask the people the two questions and see 
what they want? I’m not afraid of asking 
the people what they want,” he says.

And if the PM continues to renege 
on what MacNeil believes was a pre-
referendum pledge for full devolution, he 
says the final push for a second vote will 
not come from the top of the SNP, but 
from the grassroots. “David Cameron 
went back on his word.  The feeling 
amongst the Scottish people is they were 
tricked. And I think the big heave at the 
end might not be from the SNP, I think 
it might be overtaken by events and the 
feeling that the people were tricked by 
the forces at Westminster. That might be 
the biggest heave that will happen yet.

“Things happen in politics. You just 
can’t see them. If you’d asked me in 
September would the SNP have 56 MPs I’d 
have said no chance. After the referendum 
I thought that was it done, I thought the 
SNP were finished. What do I know?” 


