Alison Johnstone faces bias claims after expelling Douglas Ross from Holyrood chamber
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Alison Johnstone, Holyrood's Presiding Officer, is facing intense scrutiny following her drastic and seemingly partisan decision to expel Douglas Ross, the former leader of the Scottish Conservatives, from the debating chamber without any prior warning. This incident has ignited accusations of bias, particularly from Conservative MSPs, who argue that Johnstone, a former Green Party member, exhibits clear favoritism towards Nationalist politicians at the expense of Unionist voices.
The controversy erupted during a heated session of First Minister's Questions, where Tory representatives aimed to hold John Swinney, the Deputy First Minister, accountable for his Government's troubling Net Zero policies. As tensions mounted, Ross vocally accused Swinney of “deflecting” from pressing issues by redirecting the conversation to Brexit. Johnstone responded with an abrupt expulsion order, declaring, "Mr Ross, you have persistently refused to abide by our standing orders." In a perplexing moment, Ross seemed disoriented by the sudden decision, needing a second prompt to leave the chamber.
This expulsion, the first of its kind in five years, reflects the escalating discord within Scotland's political scene. After his removal, Ross expressed alarm over what he sees as a “controlling effect” wielded by Johnstone, questioning her impartiality. He pointed to past instances where Johnstone's lack of neutrality was evident, notably highlighting a moment when Swinney was allowed to brand the Conservative party “a disgusting organisation,” a comment that Ross was later prohibited from repeating.
In defense of Johnstone, a Parliament spokeswoman claimed that Ross had been previously warned about his conduct. The current discord in Holyrood is prompting a broader examination of behavior among MSPs, particularly Conservative members, who have faced allegations of “toxic” conduct. SNP depute leader Keith Brown labeled the rhetoric and actions of Tory MSPs as detrimental to the reputation of the Scottish Parliament, painting a picture of a chamber divided by partisan hostility.
Scottish Liberal Democrat leader Alex Cole-Hamilton suggested that Ross’s expulsion was a calculated act designed to attract publicity, insinuating that he intentionally provoked the Presiding Officer to secure his removal. This view resonates with growing concerns about the propriety of conduct among MSPs, particularly in light of recent events that highlight the need for a more civil discourse in the assembly.
The backdrop of Johnstone's election as Presiding Officer magnifies the controversy. As the first Green MSP appointed to this role, she was elected with a supposed mandate for non-partisan leadership. However, this situation raises serious questions about her ability to enforce parliamentary decorum without bias, especially given her previous affiliations and how they may color her decisions.
Ross’s grievances echo a broader unease regarding the dynamics at play within the Scottish parliamentary proceedings, intensifying the challenges for Johnstone as she attempts to maintain order in a chamber increasingly overshadowed by political strife. The fallout from this incident stresses the urgent need for all parties involved to engage in self-reflection, as the questions of bias and conduct loom large over the operations of Scotland's legislature.
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