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AM: Sir Keir, I know you wanted the government to do this earlier 

and you were calling for it earlier, but given  what they have done 

right now can you applaud them for doing the right thing? 

KS: Well, these measures are necessary. Everybody has seen the 

figures, the infection rates, the admission rates and tragically the 

death rates, and that’s why three weeks ago we called for a circuit 

break. Now at that stage the government rejected it out of hand, 

ridiculed it, now only to do precisely the same thing. But there’s a 

cost to that delay. The lockdown now will be longer, it’ll be harder, 

we’ve just missed half term – and there’s a very human cost to 

this. On the day that SAGE recommended a circuit break the daily 

death rate was 11. Yesterday it was 326, so there’s  a very human 

cost to this. But the measures are necessary and we will get a 

vote this week in parliament on that. 

AM: And Labour MPs will support the government? 

KS: We will vote in favour of the restrictions. 

 

AM: Now you are all roughly speaking in the same places at the 

moment and we’re told that a single clear national measure is very 

important. If Boris Johnson calls you up and says, ‘look, Sir Keir, 

old chap, I want you to onboard, we want a government 

essentially of national unity, all sitting round the table, all with the 

same message,’ will you say yes to that? 

KS: On the same message absolutely. We will support the 

government’s message, we will ask people to comply with the 

lockdown. But the government has to keep its side of the bargain 

here, because if they don’t use this time to fix test, trace and 

isolate, then I think the 2nd of December will be a review date, not 
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an end date because for months and months and months they’ve 

promised a world beating test, trace and isolate system which is 

vital. If you don’t test you can’t trace, if you don’t trace you can’t 

isolate. It’s been busted for  months.  Use the time to fix it, 

because otherwise we’re going to be back in this cycle for months 

and months and months. 

 

AM: Would you actually work with the Prime Minister if he asked 

you on this? 

KS: I would work with the Prime Minister in the national interest to 

try to get the infection rate down. 

 

AM: So the big question I think everyone at home is asking is how 

the heck do we get out of all of this? What is the exit strategy? 

Now you’ve said that the R rate needs to be below one and we 

need to see a decline in hospital admissions and infections as well. 

If we don’t see these things, do you think these lockdown should 

go on beyond the beginning of December? 

KS: Well I think unless the infection rate’s below one, the problem 

is that the infection rate just keeps going back up and the 

admissions go up and we get back into the same cycle. The best 

way of getting it below one is to have test, trace and isolate 

working properly. We pleaded with the government for months to 

put this in the hands of  local authorities, local Directors of Public 

Health, because they say look, we can do a better job than the 

government system.  

AM: Sure. 

KS: Well you say sure, Andrew.  There will be no effective exit on 

the 2nd of December unless the government uses this time to fix 

test, trace and isolate.   They promised so much and delivered so 

little. 

 

AM: The next really tough decision everyone’s going to have to 

take is towards the end of this process about whether or not we 

come out. And I just want to check with you, you have three 
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criteria. Infections down, hospital admissions now, R rate below 

one and I’m asking you, if you those things aren’t happening do 

we, in your view, should we stay in the lockdown or not? 

KS: I think we need to stay in the lockdown until the infection rate 

is below one.  That’s what we did last time. I also say that when  

we come out of the lockdown the Prime Minister and the 

Chancellor need to be far less cavalier. It needs to be a much 

more controlled exit. But I don’t know that it’s possible to get the 

R rate below one if your test, trace and isolate isn’t working. So 

that has just got to be fixed.  Every week we’re promised better 

and every week it gets worse. 

 

AM: Is it possible to get the R rate down while schools are still 

operating normally? 

KS: It is, I think, possible, but it will take longer and I think lots of 

parents and teachers and staff will be tearing their hair out. Last 

week was half term. That’s why three weeks ago I said do the 

circuit break then. Just hear me out on this. Half term is obviously 

a week. Take both weekend, you’ve got 9 days. If we’d said to 

schools will you close on the Friday before half term and maybe 

do an inset the Monday, Tuesday, you could have had a 12 day 

shutdown of schools. 

AM: That’s gone.  

KS: That is the price of the government’s incompetence.   

AM: The problem now is, Jeremy Farrar was suggesting that 

schools may have to close now because of where we are. I want 

your view on that, because you said very clearly to the Prime 

Minister back in August that schools had to stay open, no 

equivocation, no ifs, no buts, schools must stay open. I wonder 

about your view now. 

KS: Schools must stay open. It’s really important. The harm that 

children are caused by not being in school is huge, so they must 

stay open, but we’ve got to manage the risk. What I said to the 

Prime Minister in September was, what you should do is elevate if 

you like children and staff and teachers to the status of NHS staff 
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and that means having mass targeted testing at schools on a 

weekly basis. The government didn’t put any precaution around 

schools. If you want your schools to be open and we should 

you’ve got to manage that risk. 

 

AM: You’ve been very clear about that. Let me read you what 

Kevin Courtney, the National Education Union official said 

yesterday on television. He said: “It would be self defeating for 

the government to impose a national lockdown whilst ignoring the 

role of schools as a major contributor to the spread of virus. We 

know the virus is going up in schools at the moment.” He wants 

them all closed. What’s your message to him? 

KS: I want schools open. I think the harm to children being out of 

school is too high.  

AM: Where the virus is circulating? 

KS: We have to manage the risk but it is a priority to keep schools 

open. We need to make sure they’re as safe as possible and we 

need the government to put in place effective testing at schools. 

Put children, teachers and staff at the front of the queue in the 

same as NHS staff to make sure that we control it.  

 

AM: You’ve been a follow the science man but t he scientists are 

telling you something different at the moment. Neil Ferguson as 

well says: “There’s a limit to what we can do in reducing contracts 

etc etc. Unless we start to target the older years in schools and 

sixth form colleges where we know older teenagers are able to 

transmit as adults. The challenge maybe that we’re not able to get 

on top of their transmission otherwise.” 

KS: I think that we have to keep our schools open. The harm to 

children from prolonged absence, particularly children from less 

well off backgrounds is huge. They’ll carry this for the rest of their 

lives. 

 

AM: That means the R rate doesn’t below one and the lockdown 

has to be extended as a result? 
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KS: Manage the risk. Test, trace and isolate is crucial. What we’ve 

seen in schools in early September was children getting 

symptoms, very often colds and flu, not being tested because 

there wasn’t a test available, being told to go miles – In schools 

capture it early by testing. That was what we needed in 

September, it’s needed now.  

 

AM: Right now there might well be a choice of keep schools open 

and endure a longer national lockdown for everybody else, or 

close some schools and accept the lockdown can end earlier. 

Which is it? 

KS: I say keep schools open and manage the risk. 

AM: Even if that means a longer lockdown? 

KS: Well, I’m so frustrated at the incompetence of the 

government. If what they announced yesterday had been 

announced when I said it should have been, two or three weeks 

ago, we could have had the lockdown and schools shut because of 

the natural break of half term. And people will be waking up this 

morning and thinking how on Earth did it get to this? The 

government was too slow in the first phase of the pandemic and 

now it’s being too slow again. And there’s a cost to this. That’s 

why the lockdown will now go on longer. 

 

AM: Do you think that your colleague  Mark Drakeford is being 

irresponsible in Wales? 

KS: No. Mark has followed the science and he’s put in place a 

break.  

AM: Which ends, he said absolutely is going to end on Monday, 

November 9th, which by the standards of what’s going on in 

England is far too early. 

KS: Well he got in early with  his decision. The whole point – and 

you heard it this morning from the scientist – the one thing we’ve 

learnt about Coronavirus is when you’ve got to act you  need to 

act swiftly and decisively and the earlier the better. Mark 

Drakeford and Welsh Labour got in early so the infection rate was 
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less. The death rate was less in Wales when they went into the 

lockdown. That’s the crucial point. 

 

AM: Jeremy Farrar has just told us, as have other scientists, that 

this has to be a UK wide lockdown to be as effective as possible 

and I wonder what your message is to your colleagues in Wales 

and indeed in Scotland and Northern Ireland. Should this not be a 

UK wide lockdown? 

KS: Ideally yes and I’ve said for months that it ought to be a four 

nations approach. I know Mark Drakeford is frustrated at the lack 

of communication between him and the Prime Minister. It should 

be a four nation approach if that’s possible. It’s for the Prime 

Minister to lead on that and get people round the table to do the 

same thing entirely.  

 

AM: You’re the  Leader of the Labour Party and you’ve just said to 

my question. Will you therefore ask Mark Drakeford to extend the 

Welsh lockdown? 

KS: What Mark Drakeford wants is better communication with the 

Prime Minister to agree a way forward and I’m sure he’d up for 

that if the Prime Minister phoned him this afternoon.  

 

AM: What about the cost of the lockdown, because we’ve had all 

sorts of figures. The NIESR says that a two week lockdown, just a 

two week lockdown could cost the economy £20 billion in lost 

output. So presumably this is looking like £40 billion or more. Is 

that a price worth paying? 

KS: It’s a price we’ve now got to pay because of the delay of the 

government. Had there been a shorter lockdown it would have 

been less expensive and so that’s why an earlier lockdown would 

have been better for health, better for the NHS and better for the 

economy. But we’re now in this position where people will be 

really worried, not only on the health grounds but that they might 

lose their jobs. And we can’t say to them and to businesses, well 

I’m sorry we were late to make this decision but you’ll have to pay 
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the price. So the government is putting an economic ... it’s obliged 

to do so and it’s the right thing to do. 

 

AM: Jeremy Corbyn. You don’t think he’s an anti-Semite. I’m still 

slightly confused as to why he’s had the Whip suspended. 

KS: Well, I was very clear in my response to the Commission 

Report on Thursday which found that the Labour Party had acted 

unlawfully and there had been a failure of leadership, but we 

needed to accept the findings, accept the recommendations and 

implement them and apologise. But I also went on to say that 

under my leadership we will root out anti-Semitism and that those 

that deny or minimise anti-Semitism in the Labour Party and say 

it’s just exaggerated or part of a factional fight are part of the 

problem. I was therefore very disappointed in Jeremy’s response 

where he appeared to suggest it was exaggerated etc. And I’d 

invite Jeremy just to reflect on what he said on Thursday and 

think about  what he said, because I think for most people what 

they wanted from the Labour Party on Thursday was an honest 

recognition of the problem and of an apology, a line in the sand 

and a constructive way to move forward which is what I want for 

the Labour Party. 

 

AM: I suppose what’s confusing to people is a) they think he’s got 

a right in natural justice to defend himself. B) what he said in that 

tweet was exactly what he’s been saying for months and months 

and months. Anybody observing and listening to Jeremy Corbyn 

over the last years heard those words again and again – nothing 

surprising about what he said. 

KS: I was disappointed in what he said. There is now a process, 

the General Secretary triggered that on Thursday so there will 

have to be a process that is now gone through. It’s very important 

for me not to express a view on the merits of that or the outcome 

of that, that’s precisely the thing the Commission said shouldn’t 

happen –  
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AM: Without going into that  is there a way back for him now if he 

withdraws the words or apologises or something, can he get back 

into the party? 

KS: I would ask Jeremy to reflect on what he said on Thursday. I 

think the vast majority of people in the Labour Party and the wider  

Labour movement think that that was the wrong response and the 

right response was to honestly accept the findings, apologise, 

move forward. 

 

AM: Have you spoken to him since? 

KS: I haven’t spoken to him since.  

 

AM: A lot of people in the party fear that this is going to lead the 

Labour Party into a period of civil war. Len McCluskey said you 

might lose the election because of civil war that’s now going to be 

unleashed in the Labour Party. What is your message to all those 

people who came into the Labour Party because they loved 

Jeremy Corbyn. Jeremy Corbyn supporters who really feel hurt 

and even outraged now? 

KS: There is no need for a civil war in the Labour Party. I stood on 

a platform to unite the party and I’m determined to do that, but I 

also made a solemn pledge that we would root out anti-Semitism 

and I’m not going to shirk from difficult decisions in rooting out 

anti-Semitism. There’s no need for a civil war. It wasn’t my 

intention to have a civil war. What happened on Thursday was not 

what I wanted to happen. I wanted us to be able constructively to 

move forward. I wanted the focus  for attention on Thursday to be 

on the Jewish communities, Jewish people, those that had 

suffered such pain and anguish through the failure to get to grips 

with anti-Semitism. That’s where the focus should have been on 

Thursday. That’s where I wanted it to be, so there’s no need for a 

civil war in the Labour Party. We need to be united but we also 

absolutely need to root out anti-Semitism. 
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AM: While you were serving under Jeremy Corbyn you heard him 

say the kind of things that he was saying again this week. Again 

and again and again. When I talked to you about anti-Semitism 

you always said you were against it, you always said it had to be 

rooted out. But you never actually attacked Jeremy Corbyn and 

indeed you said to the British people this is the guy I think should 

be the next Prime Minister. Do you regret your own record in this? 

KS No. I served as the Shadow Brexit Secretary dealing with the 

Brexit negotiations and therefore in the Shadow Cabinet. Anti-

Semitism came up in the Shadow Cabinet and I challenged what 

was going on on a number of fronts, but I also challenged it in the 

media. In fact on your show, Andrew on a number of occasions 

and I thought it was important to have that challenge inside the 

Shadow Cabinet and outside. 

 

AM: It’s a very generalised thing you said at the time, and I’ve got 

the quote here – it’s very generalised – 

KS: No, it wasn’t. I said we should have the international definition 

I think on your show. I said there should be automatic expulsions 

and there should be rule changes. I remember saying that on your 

show. 

 

AM: October. “We’ve already done a lot of work on this. We need 

to do more. But in the end destination for me is a Labour Party 

where those that have left because of this issue feel they can 

return. That will be a judgement for me, that will be the test of 

whether we’ve succeeded.” My point is more that there was a 

problem inside the Labour Party that you were not publicly 

pointing out and aggressively attacking. 

KS: There are a number of challenges that I was very aggressively 

attacking and I’m as sure as  I can be that it was on  your show I 

was calling for the automatic expulsion and for rule changes and I 

think the change on the international definition. I’m as sure as I 

can be on that. But listen, I think it is important that all of us 

reflect on those findings from the Commission, myself included. 
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There was a collective failure of leadership. We have to accept 

that. My job as Leader of the Labour Party now is to show a new 

leadership and to make good on the commitment to root out anti-

Semitism and I’m absolutely determined to do that. 

 

AM: Would you like to see Jeremy Corbyn back in the Labour 

Party? 

KS: Well now you’re inviting me to see what the outcome of this 

would be.   

AM: No, just as  a politician would you like him inside the tent or 

not? 

KS: I would like to see Jeremy reflect on what he said and I think 

that would be the right next thing for him to do. 

 

AM: Reflect and apologise? 

KS: Well I think he should reflect on what he said. I think it’s 

pretty clear across the Labour movement that most people think 

he is completely on the wrong place on this. 

 

Ends  


