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AM: I’m joined now in Glasgow by the First Minister of Scotland 
and Leader of the SNP, Nicola Sturgeon. Welcome.  
Let’s start by talking about Omicron, this new variant. Are there 
any cases in Scotland yet that you know of? 
A: There  are no cases identified in Scotland yet, that I know of. 
Clearly that is a moving picture. We have stepped up surveillance, 
we’re monitoring this very, very carefully. I hope we don’t identify 
cases in Scotland but I think we should assume that we will and 
therefore I’m asking people to behave right now as if this new 
variant is present in Scotland. Comply with all of the mitigations 
and protections that are currently in place. Pick up our compliance 
and that will help us, if it is here, slow down any risk of 
transmission. 
 
AM: To try and avoid it coming. It may be inevitable that it comes 
here, but to try and avoid it you’re taking the same kind of 
measures as the UK government in terms of people flying in to 
Scotland. But they’re introducing the new checks from Tuesday at 
4 am which means that lots of people will come in before the 
checks are there. Are you going to do it earlier here? 
A: We’re seeking to do it as quickly as possible. It’s important to 
get a proportionate response to this. I think we may have to go 
further on restricting travel in the days to come. I hope I’m wrong 
about that but we must keep our minds open to that. 
 
AM: Would you close the border with England if necessary? 
A: That’s a question I’ve been asked repeatedly possibly including 
by you over the past two  years.  It’s very difficult. You know as 
well as I do the nature of the border between Scotland and 
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England the nature of the flows across the border. We will do 
everything we can. We have at times in the pandemic previously 
advised against travel across the England/Scotland border that’s 
always a last resort. I think we need to be open minded to doing 
anything required to keep the population safe right now and while 
we’re all worried about this, I’m certainly very concerned about 
the most recent developments around this, on the up side we 
know all of the things that we can do to slow down the 
transmission of this virus, whatever variant we  happen to be 
talking about. So it is about wearing face coverings, hygiene, it’s 
about making sure you’re vaccinated, even if, and it is an if at this 
stage, it turns out that this variant is evading the vaccines to some 
extent and the vaccines are less effective, that doesn’t mean they 
are not effective at all. You will still get protection from being 
vaccinated. And of course test yourself regularly which is 
something we’re asking people to do whenever they mix with 
others at the moment. 
 
AM: Talking about the possible measures, what about making 
home working compulsory? 
A: Look, we keep everything under review, so in Scotland right 
now it is –  
AM: That’s possible? 
A: Well, everything’s possible. That doesn’t mean that these things 
are necessarily going to happen. All along I’ve tried to avoid 
saying to people we can you know, absolutely rule this out or rule 
that out. We are still living with a very infectious virus. We may 
have found again that it has just picked up its speed of 
transmission. So we’ve got to be flexible in the face of that. But 
can I finish the point. In Scotland we are already advising people 
to work at home wherever that is practical and possible, so our 
advice on that hasn’t changed in Scotland in the way that it has in 
recent months in England.  
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AM: What about stopping people mingling indoors if God forbid, 
this new variant is as transmissible as it appears to be? 
A: Look, I’m sitting here, Andrew, with every fibre of my being 
hoping that none of these things are necessary. None of us want 
to go back. You know we’ve lived with this now for almost two 
years. We are all sick and tired of it. I heard a clip from the 
programme earlier on where you were saying a minority of people 
are really sick and tired of this. Actually I think the majority of us 
are sick and tired of this.  
AM: A minority are doing something about it. 
A: A minority have always been less willing to comply. I think the 
majority, although we’re sick and tired of this, understand that we 
need to do certain things to keep others safe as possible from this 
virus. I’m not going to sit  here 48 hours on from the detection of 
a variant of this virus that may be even faster transmitting than 
Delta and Delta was faster transmitting than anything that came 
before, that may escape vaccines to some extent and  I’m not 
going to sit and rule anything out. But that does not mean to say 
that I want to be in a position of imposing these kinds of 
protections again. None of us want to be in that position.  
 
AM: Listen, I know this is a very fast moving situation, I’m not 
trying to be silly about it, but at this point you’re not really doing 
anything different than you were doing before and you’re not 
doing much different than Boris Johnson is doing down in London, 
the man you’ve criticised quite a lot. 
A: It’s not a political competition. It’s I’ve said all along that my 
first and most important duty is to do what I judge to be correct 
and appropriate and proportionate to keep people in Scotland 
safe. So we already – Boris Johnson last night, and I think he was 
right to do this, reintroduced the requirement in certain settings to 
wear face coverings. We’ve always had that requirement in place 
in Scotland, so face coverings in shops, on public transport and in 
Scotland in hospitality settings when you’re moving around. So 
we’ve got that in place. We’ve got a heavier advice and guidance 
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on home working already. Now what I would say, we have taken 
steps around travel. If we do identify cases in Scotland then we 
will ask any close contacts of those cases to isolate for ten days. 
But if every one of us just picks up our compliance with the 
mitigations already in place, then that’s going to make a 
difference. Will it be enough of a difference? We will only be able 
to know that when we learn more about this virus, this variant of 
the virus in the days to come, but we can all act – now we’ve all 
got agency against this virus, that’s been the case since day one 
and it’s important right now, really important that we use that to 
full  effect. 
 
AM: You’ve talked about vaccines. One thing that comes up and 
again and again in these conversations is the idea of vaccine 
passports. But presumably if this new variant – if vaccines are not 
so effective against this new variant then vaccine passports are 
even more useless than they were before. 
A: Well a) I don’t think they’re useless. We have vaccine passports 
in place or Covid certification in place in certain settings in 
Scotland. That’s the case in Wales. I think from tomorrow it’s 
about to be the case in Northern Ireland as well. I think it’s really 
important, Andrew, and I want to make this point very clearly – 
and I know  you’re questioning me, so it’s not criticising the line of 
questioning. We’ve got to be careful about binary presentations of 
these things, if, and let me stress, it is an if, because we don’t 
know yet, but if vaccines are less effective against this variant of 
the virus that is not the same as saying that the vaccines are not 
effective at all. It is still going to be the case that vaccines have a 
high degree of effectiveness and you will be more protected  and  
you will protect others more if you are vaccinated than would be 
the case if you’re not vaccinated. So my message, we’ve got very, 
very high uptake rates in Scotland, as is the case across the UK for  
these vaccines, but my message right now is that if you are 
eligible to be vaccinated and you are not yet vaccinated please get 
vaccinated, because the failure to do so is putting your own life at 
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risk and it’s putting the lives of other people at risk. And if that 
was true this time last week that is even more true potentially 
right now. So please do get vaccinated and make sure  you get 
your flu vaccine if eligible too. 
 
AM: And it has big consequences for the NHS in Scotland which is 
going to face a really tough winter. Can I ask you why, according 
to the Royal College of Emergency Medicine, more 300 people 
have died this year as a direct result of long waits in Scottish A&E 
departments? 
A: If it’s the Royal College of Emergency Medicine Study that I 
think it is, and it may not be, it may be another one, then it’s an 
extrapolation based on a UK study. But waiting times for 
treatment in Accident and Emergency Units in Scotland, as is the 
case across the UK, are longer than anybody would want them to 
be right now.  The waiting times for treatment more generally 
because of the impact of the pandemic, because of the backlog 
created are longer than any of us want them to be, that’s why are 
have an NHS recovery plan in place. We’re targeting a 20% 
increase in NHS resources over this parliament. We have a budget 
on the 9th of December which will make a significant ...  
 
AM: 300 extra deaths. 
A: That’s an extrapolation but if people are waiting longer than 
they should be in Accident and Emergency I’m not going to sit 
here and say that that doesn’t create risks for patients. That’s why 
we’re working hard. We have the Recovery Plan. We have also 
invested heavily in a winter plan for the NHS which right now is 
funding the recruitment of extra NHS staff. Is  raising the pay of 
some social care workers, is heavily investing in trying to reduce 
the lead discharge. These are really serious issues that we treat 
extremely seriously. 
 
AM:  Your government has already cast doubt on this data, and so 
I spoke to the Royal College of Emergency Medicine and they said 
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this: “Attempts have been made to discredit this data. However, 
patient based as well as patient care pathway in both Scotland 
and England are largely identical. It is therefore extremely likely 
that the associations between crowding and mortality are 
transferable to a Scottish context. We’ve had a discussion with 
one of the authors who absolutely agreed that the method is 
applicable to Scotland. So I say again, 300 people died as a direct 
result.” 
A: For the avoidance of doubt I’m not trying to discredit the data. 
I was simply making a point. But it stands to reason Andrew, we 
have waiting time targets before our target in A&E and you know, 
Scottish A&E units perform better than counterparts across the 
rest of the UK but not good enough at the moment. So we have 
those targets for a reason. And therefore it stands to reason  that 
if we’re not meeting those targets then patients are not getting 
the standards of care that they should be, which is why we’re 
working so hard with the health service, with the extra investment 
and other initiatives to try to get those waiting times back to 
where we want them to be. 
 
AM: I’m asking you because you are in charge of all of this 
A: Absolutely. 
AM: - and it’s clearly not good enough. We’ve been trading 
statistics and so forth but this is real people’s lives.  
A: I’ve not been trading statistics.  
AM: Well I have. A pensioner from Glasgow died after waiting 40 
hours for an ambulance and there’s an 86 year old woman in 
Edinburgh who had to wait 8 hours for an ambulance after falling 
and breaking her hip at home, no doubt in great agony. All across 
Scotland there are some terrible stories and the NHS is simply not 
working well enough.  
A: Well can I say firstly  you put it to me that I’m charge and I’m 
denying that. I’m not, I’m in charge, I unreservedly accept the 
responsibility here and my responsibility with my government is to 
address these challenges in the NHS in Scotland. These challenges 



7 
ANDREW MARR SHOW, NICOLA STURGEON,  

have in some cases been created, in other cases been hugely 
exacerbated by a global pandemic that we’re still living through. 
These challenges in the NHS which here in Scotland are my 
responsibility are not unique to the NHS in Scotland. Right across 
the UK, Europe, the world, health services are facing these 
challenges. That  is why we are –  
AM: It’s also about resources inside the NHS and in the 14 years 
of SNP administration there are now 1,358 fewer emergency beds 
in Scotland than there were when you started. Why is that? 
A: Well bed numbers, acute bed numbers in the NHS in Scotland 
and the NHS in England, I think Wales and Northern Ireland, since 
long before the SNP was in government here have been declining. 
The reason for that is changing patterns of care. So things like 
cataracts, hip, knee replacements previous – I remember my 
grandmother getting a cataract operation years and years ago, 
about 20 plus years ago. She was in hospital for days. Now you’re 
in and out in the same day. So that’s why we have seen that 
trend. 
 
AM: If you’re waiting for care in Scotland these comparisons don’t 
really matter, do they? What matters is what happens to you. The 
Royal College of Emergency Medicine, who are the  people who 
are experts in all of this say that you need a thousand extra beds 
in Scotland to start to change the backlog and reduce these 
terrible extra deaths. So when is it going to happen? 
 
A: I’m trying to engage with the issue and explain the trend, 
which again is not unique to Scotland. But, where we are right 
now, I mentioned the NHS Recovery Plan, so we are targeting 
with the investment we need a significant increase both in 
inpatient and out patient capacity in the NHS. The thousand beds, 
if you that, we need to create that capacity in a number of ways. 
Genuine extra capacity is one of the ways. Reducing the number 
of people who are currently occupying hospital beds because of 
Covid, so there are over 700 hospital beds right now occupied by 
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Covid patients, rightly and properly because they need care. If we 
get Covid cases down we free up that capacity and there are over 
a thousand people in hospital right now who don’t need to be 
there. They are what we call delayed discharges, which is why 
currently we’re investing in extra care home placements, in extra 
care at home packages to get older people in particular care in the 
settings that is most appropriate for them, but then free up those 
hospital beds for those who need them. So this is really important 
work that we are doing. Governments everywhere are having to 
do this and you’re right to say it’s my responsibility which is why 
it’s my focus each and every single day.  
 
AM: Harping yet again on those 300 extra deaths that suggest this 
strategy just isn’t working. 
A: Well no it doesn’t, Andrew. It suggests that there is a massive 
Covid created or exacerbated problem in the NHS in Scotland as 
there is in health services across the world, and we are taking the 
action to try to deal with that, to get our NHS through what will be 
an incredibly challenging winter, but into recovery and on to a 
sustainable footing. Is it good enough right now in Scotland and 
probably in any other country because of Covid, no, but the duty, 
the  responsibility for leaders like me is to make sure we’re doing 
what it takes to support the NHS through this.  
 
AM: Let’s talk a bit more about the politics of all of this because 
you have said that as soon as this epidemic crisis period is over 
you will turn again to the question of independence. Therefore 
does the arrival of the new variant delay things again? 
A: I don’t know the answer to that question right now, but what I 
do  know and I’ve said this all along, I was elected seven months 
ago during an election campaign where I made this very clear. So 
as long as necessary steering and leading Scotland through this 
pandemic is my focus and my priority. Now I made a statement in 
parliament as I do every week on Tuesday where I was really 
hopeful that we were starting to turn the corner.  Cases are stable 
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so they’re declining in Scotland right now. Clearly a few days on 
the situation potentially looks very different with the arrival of this 
new variant. So I will –  
 
AM: You can’t tell  your party yet  when you’re going to have that 
referendum? 
A: I think if I stood up in front of my party, as I will do tomorrow, 
and told them that I alone in the world could see when this Covid 
pandemic was going to end, then people would look at me a bit 
askance. I am a politician but I’m a politician that tries to be as 
straight as I can with people. People are entitled to judge the 
quality of those answers. We’re in a global pandemic. It’s still 
causing us serious challenges. I take my duties are First Minister 
very seriously. My primary duty right now is to lead the country 
through this pandemic and hopefully soon out of the other end of 
it. 
 
ENDS  


