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ANDREW MARR SHOW, 2ND FEBRUARY, 2020 

DOMINIC RAAB MP 

Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs 

 

AM: Mr Raab, can I start by asking you whether it’s true that 

you’ve asked British ambassadors to sit away from EU 

ambassadors in the future? 

DR: Well obviously for example in the WTO the UK will have an 

Independent seat, so by definition there will be a move. But I 

think this about making sure that –  

AM: It sounded like you were making a point. 

DR: No, not really. I think the objective  is, as we go into this new 

phase, and Brexit is not the end, it’s the point of departure, not 

the point of arrival, we approach things like world trade and other 

international representation with optimism and ambition, and we 

are going to be more confident in asserting the UK national 

interests. But at the same time, of course, and we’ve seen with 

the Coronavirus, we’ve seen it on Iran, we’ll continue cooperating 

as staunch allies and friends with our European partners. 

 

AM: Leo Varadkar, you may have heard him, said just now that 

this was petty and it was a bit like in a primary school where 

people move their seats around.  

DR: No, I think he was right to say that the protocol is set out, so 

we were just giving clear advice about how we approach – and 

the diplomacy, there are huge opportunities. We’re approach this 

new phase as an opportunity for national renewal, there are 

opportunities in relation to the EU and global free trade in all sorts 

of other areas. Equally, we want to bring the country together, the 

levelling up agenda. We just had a Cabinet in the North East and 

do so confidently and with optimism for the future. 

 

AM: What are you infuriated about?  

DR: You erm – er - Leading question. 
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AM: Number 10 had briefed that the government is infuriated by 

the EU’s change of strategy in these negotiations. I’m trying 

genuinely to understand what it is that’s annoying you. 

DR: Well I think there’s a bit of frustration that we’ve signed a 

deal, a Withdrawal Agreement, we’ve got a Political Declaration 

which sets out the mutual ambition, jointly agree for a Canada 

style Free Trade Agreement. When I was Brexit Secretary that’s 

what Michel Barnier said was on the table. It’s what the EU had 

said we could have once we’d sorted out the Withdrawal 

Agreement. We obviously would expect commitments on both 

sides to be lived up to. And I think really –  

AM: Are you suggesting – and I’m sorry to interrupt. Are you 

suggesting that the Canada style Free Trade Agreement is no 

longer on the table from their side? 

DR: Well, we just need to be very clear that the Canada style 

agreement doesn’t involve regulatory alignment. It’s not what the  

Political Declaration says. It’s obviously defeats, as you said in 

your earlier interviews, the point of Brexit, so we would expect to 

be treated first of all in the same way third countries are with the 

rest the EU like Japan, like South Korea, like Canada. But also for 

the undertakings that the EU have made to be lived up to. So I 

think it’s more a question of getting clarity at the outset. So we’re 

not going to be aligning with EU rules, that’s not on the 

negotiating table, it’s not even an issue of red lines. It is not even 

in the negotiating room.  

 

AM: If that’s the case, and this is not meant to be a silly question, 

is there any real point in negotiating, because they’re saying you 

absolutely have to have alignment and a level playing field as they 

call it, if you’re going to have a Free Trade Agreement and we’re 

saying we’re absolutely not going to do that, at this point. Day two 

of the negotiation, we appear to be heading for a bit of a car 

crash. 

DR: Well what we’re doing is setting out with clarity that we 

expect the EU undertakings to be met. Equally, take maternity 
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leave, take minimum wage, take the bans or restrictions on single 

use plastics. In all of those areas the UK is ahead of the EU. But I 

can reassure you we’re not requiring the EU to align with UK rules 

in order to do a free trade deal with us. And that’s frankly how 

free trade deals are done across the world without those kind of 

conditions.  

 

AM: So this is a ruffle, a rumple that we will get through quite 

easily? 

DR: Well we’re see, but we’re entering these negotiations with a 

spirit of good will. I’ve mentioned the Iranian, the Coronavirus 

examples where we still want to be cooperating with our European 

partners. We go into this with a spirit of good will, good faith and 

optimism, but we’re just not doing that other stuff. The legislative 

alignment it just ain’t happening, and we’d better be clear about 

that from the outset, because we don’t want to waste anyone’s 

time. 

 

AM: So what happens if they say you absolutely must be under 

the European Court of Justice in these areas to have openness to 

our markets? 

DR: We would point to the Political Declaration and say but we all 

agreed that we weren’t going to do that. You knew that. You 

signed up to the Withdrawal Agreement and the Political 

Declaration on that basis, why are you trying to shift the 

goalposts? We want to have a good positive win, win new deal 

with the EU. That’s not going to happen if they pull the rug, shift 

the goalposts.  

 

AM: If, despite all of this, we do get a Trade Agreement with them 

there will be  ructions and arguments no doubt ahead, there  

always are, Leo Varadkar was suggesting there that some 

arrangement whereby there were some British judges, and some 

European judges on a new body to adjudicate between Britain and 

the EU as the way forward. Do you agree with that? 



4 
ANDREW MARR SHOW, DOMINIC RAAB, MP 2nd February 2020 

DR: Well we’ve talked in the past about normally what you have in 

a dispute resolution mechanism is a diplomatic channel, try and 

resolve the issues through negotiation. If not they would go to 

international arbitration.   And you would have both sides appoint 

arbitrators and then they would appoint a Chair so that it couldn’t 

get deadlocked, that’s the smart way to do things and of course I 

think it was a positive thing to hear from Leo Varadkar. What 

we’re not going to do, as one side, it would be a totally lopsided 

arrangement to have those disputes decided by the European 

Court of Justice. 

 

AM: And if they – to be absolutely clear about this – if the EU says 

the European Court of Justice is non-negotiable, that’s the end of 

the negotiations, isn’t it? 

DR: Well, I don’t think they are going to say that. I think this is an 

opening play. 

AM: We’re trying to work out what’s bluster and what isn’t. 

DR: Well let me be clear. There’s no question, it’s not even a red 

line. This is not on the table. It’s not in the Political Declaration 

that we would have this, and the Prime Minister is just being clear 

at the outset, it’s not about being emotional or emotive about it, 

it’s having clarity.  We’re proceeding on the basis that it will be 

democratic control over our laws, that is totally inconsistent with a 

dispute resolution mechanism decided by the other side through 

the European Court of Justice. 

 

AM: That does sound like if they push it that is it, over.  Can I ask 

you about another big aspect of this which we haven’t really 

talked about before which is that we leave I think 40 different 

European agencies as of this week.  And what I’m interested in is 

accountability. How ministers like yourself are going to be held 

accountable by the new bodies. So to take an example, really bad 

air quality. In some respects the government fouls up literally over 

air quality in London or somewhere else.  In the past the 

European Environmental Agency would investigate it and might 
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even have fined the government. Now going forwards there will 

be a British agency to do that instead. Will that agency be 

genuinely independent of government, because after all you form 

it. Is it going to be really independent of it, can it fine you, is its 

findings going to be made public and are you in short going to be 

slightly frightened of it? 

 

DR: Well we’ve already got a proposal for a new Environmental Bill 

which will set out tough new standards and have the independent 

enforcement set out. Absolutely. Part of the point of leaving the 

EU is  to make sure people like me are accountable to the people 

watching the show, me on Foreign Policy, the Environment 

Secretary on environmental policy, and I think that’s the 

democratic renewal and revival that we –  

AM: Sorry, British agencies will have the teeth to hold you 

accountable? 

DR: Yes, absolutely. That’s part of it. And in fact we’ve already 

said for example on the environmental side that there will be 

tough new standards and enforcement in relation to things like air 

quality. 

 

AM: And so if British ministers fail over air quality in the future the 

government will be fined, it will be possible for the government to 

be fined by its own agency? 

DR: Well, the government is going to bring forward the new 

Environmental Bill and we’ll be able to look at all the detail of that. 

But your basic premise is absolutely right.  We expected politicians 

like me to be accountable to the people watching the show, on 

everything. 

 

AM: I was very struck by the first thing that the Prime Minister 

said when he was talking about the effect on daily life of Brexit, 

was immigration.  He mentioned immigration before anything else. 

So in that spirit can I ask you, is immigration now going to fall? 
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DR: We said that we want to get the volume of immigration down 

but crucially with a points based Australian style system we’ll be 

able to do two things. Tap the talent that this country needs, 

whether it’s researchers, high end entrepreneurs. Bring in the 

people to fill the skills gaps what we have, but also give the public 

confidence in the immigration system, that we’re able to control it 

in all the ways that we’ve described and that the Home Secretary 

is setting out. 

 

AM: Your own Advisory Committee called this talk of the Australian 

system, ‘a sound bite.’ And out there probably watching this 

programme there are lots and lots of people running businesses 

who really need to know quite soon who they’re going to be able 

to employ and who they’re not going to be able to employ. So 

things like the salary cap and whether that is different in different 

parts of the UK. We don’t know about that. We don’t know about 

the skills, we don’t know the details of this. When will employers 

be able to know who they can employ? 

 

DR: Well the Home Secretary is going to be setting all the details 

out of this shortly, but we do know, for example, give you a 

couple of examples. In terms of scientist and researchers we’re 

going to make sure they can come in. We’ve got a fast track NHS 

visa because of course we recognise the NHS is reliant on it. So I 

think we can give those employers the reassurance. But most of 

all we can give the public confidence that they government of the 

day has got control over the volume and the pressures that with 

the benefits immigration undoubtedly brings. 

 

AM; Cabbage pickers and care home workers. That’s where it’s 

going to be really difficult. Hospitality Ulster for example who 

looks after hotels and so forth in Northern Ireland says, although 

we do welcome the reduction in the salary threshold, it remains 

too high.  Not Northern Ireland specific. With the skills set to a 

height which is prohibitive for a region which is expected to have 
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30,000 vacancies in the hospitality sector by 2024. And that is all 

over the UK. There are people with specific issues and they need 

to hear from the government, and soon. 

 

DR: And not just in that sector which is precisely why we should 

have – excuse me – a points based immigration system so we can 

make sure that the demand in all of the sectors are met, but also 

that we’ve got control over the system.  

 

AM: They don’t want to hear Australian based points system, they 

want to know when they’re going to hear about the salary cap for 

instance and I ask you again, when are they going to hear? 

DR: Well the government will bring forward all of this shortly. The 

Home Secretary is working out the final elements of the plans. But 

I’ve given you some illustration of how we’re going to do this.   

Researchers, business mobility, right the way through to the fast 

track NHS visa. We will get the detail right and we’ll be able to 

give the assurances to all those sectors but also for the public to 

have confidence that the elected government of the day has 

actually got a grip over this. 

 

AM: The elected government of the day has a Scotland problem.   

I’ve been speaking to Donald Tusk and he said that the EU would 

be very, very emotionally warm and welcoming to an independent 

Scotland trying to rejoin. What’s your message to him? 

 

DR: I think it was frankly rather unEuropean and rather 

irresponsible, given the secessionist tendencies in Spain, in 

France, in Italy. I’m not sure that European leaders, let alone here 

in the UK would actually welcome that kind of language. 

 

AM: Nevertheless, we have the first opinion polls for quite a long 

time showing a positive majority for independence in Scotland. 

We’ve got the First Minister talking about wanting her 
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own immigration policy. Things are moving very fast in Scotland 

and there is a perception that in a sense your government is 

simply looking the other way and doesn’t have a Scotland plan. 

 

DR:  I don’t think that’s right. We want to make sure in the 

levelling up agenda with the opportunities of Brexit right across 

the board that Scotland’s got the great opportunity to take 

advantage of all those benefits. At the same time we obviously 

expect the SNP to live up to its commitment to honour the 

outcome of the  independence referendum and not to then keep 

coming back and asking for a second one. Of course on this issue 

of the visa, a separate visa arrangement for Scotland I mean the 

question will be, how can that work in practice, having a separate 

visa arrangement for Scotland? Either it’s unworkable, or it will be 

so draconian because you’d have to require people in the United 

Kingdom to stay in one part of the United Kingdom. So I think the 

questions are all on the SNP side. But a lot of this is a distraction 

from the standards in schools, in the high level of taxes, that 

actually the job of the Scottish government in discharging its 

responsibility to the Scottish people, ought to be focused on. 

 

AM: Coronavirus.  How many people are coming back today from 

Wuhan, how many are left in Wuhan?  

DR: Well, there’s 11 British nationals coming back on the French 

flight. We had a first flight that came back to the UK and then 

onto Madrid with 83 UK nationals on it.   Difficult to know for sure, 

we don’t have a registration system. We’re sure there are many 

more still in the –  

AM: Do you know where they’re flying into and are they going to 

go back to the Wirral with the other people who are being 

isolated? 

DR: They will go back to the Arrowe Park facility.  That’s the way 

we make sure that as well as caring for them and making sure 

that they’re okay we don’t allow the spread or the potential spread 

of the Coronavirus and the challenge that we’ve got is to make 
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sure that we can provide access back to the UK for those that 

need it, in cooperation with the Chinese authorities. In relation to 

the flight on Friday, that required not just the permission of the 

flight to go back but permission to go through the road blocks to 

get to the collection points. And we work round the clock to make 

that happen. To get those that want to want to come back the 

chance to do so. 

 

AM: Do you know how many British citizens are left in Wuhan? 

DR: Well, as I said, it’s difficult to say for sure, we don’t have a 

registration system. 

AM: Have you any idea? 

DR: Well we think in China as a whole we’re in the region of 

30,000 but we don’t know for sure because some will be making 

their own minds up, going back on commercial flights, but what 

we’re doing is liaising very closely with the Chinese authorities. 

The Foreign Office have been working with the Department of 

Health and working tirelessly on the ground in China to make sure 

we can get the information to those that need it. And some of 

course don’t want to leave and that’s the challenge we’ve got. 

 

AM: So I guess the question is, for those who are in Wuhan and 

do want to leave, is the British government making secure 

arrangements to get those people back home? 

DR: Well we’ll do everything we can to make sure that those that 

still want to leave, give them the opportunity to do so. And 

obviously as I said, the challenge that we’ve got and the Chinese 

have got frankly, is to contain the virus but also then to lift our 

people that want to come back home. And we’re doing that as 

sensitively and as effectively as we can and there’s a huge amount 

of effort going in from government right across the board. 

AM: Dominic Rabb, thank you very much for talking to us this 

morning.  

 

Ends  
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