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AM: A very intervention by your Leader there. Does that signal a 

change in direction in terms of your automatic support for 

everything the government’s doing? 

JA: Well, we want the government to succeed. We all have an 

interest in defeating this virus, but I think when you’ve got millions 

of people now across the North and the Midlands, living under 

some form of restriction, it’s a northern Lockdown, a Midland’s 

lockdown if you like. Perhaps even a Tory red wall lockdown and 

there will be families watching in Berry, in Bolton, in Keighley and 

West Bromwich asking is there an end in sight to this? They’ve 

made to much sacrifice. They’ve got the October half term coming 

up, will they be able to take their kids round to see their 

grandparents in Bolton and Berry and what we’re saying is we 

need a strategy. We need a plan for those areas that are in 

lockdown – I mean Leicester is still in I think day 95 of lockdown 

for goodness sake. We need a plan, we need a strategy and we 

need to give those families and the businesses affected in those 

areas reassurance that the government have got a grip and a plan 

to drive these infections down. 

 

AM: I get all of that, but this is a strategy that you as a party have 

supported all the way through up to now. And if the Prime 

Minister will be watching this he’ll be saying, so can I count on 

Labour’s support now or not? Can I count on it? 

 

JA: Let me just take – if I may – let me just take issue with what 

you just said there because we’ve always said that if national 

restrictions are necessary we support them and we understand the 
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sacrifice the British public are making, we’re not going to blame 

the British public like Boris Johnson’s trying to do. 

AM: But we’re not local. 

JA: We’re proud of what the British public are doing. We 

understand why local restrictions may be needed, but I think it’s 

Andy Burnham who’s been saying – it’s a bit like Hotel California, 

Places go into these restrictions, you check in but you can never 

leave.  But we’ve always said –  

AM: I’m sorry to interrupt. To be absolutely clear  you don’t 

support local restrictions automatically?  

JA: No, no. We support local restrictions, but what people want is 

clarity. The rules seem to chop and change all over the place. I 

mean Boris Johnson did all those regional news interviews, he 

couldn’t he explain what the local restrictions were because they 

chop and change like virtually every day. So we need clarity on 

why an area goes into restrictions, clarity on how an area gets out 

of restrictions, but here’s the key. If a local, well in fact any area 

that’s in restrictions over any  area across the country the local 

authorities should have control over the testing system and the 

tracing system. The CIRCO call centre is simply not working. In 

Bradford, in Oldham it’s around 50% of contacts are getting 

traced. No wonder they’re failing to get on top of the infection.  

 

AM: And your Leader has said that local politicians should be: “in 

the driving seat.” Does that mean that you support now people 

like the Mayor of  Middlesborough who said that his town was 

going to be in revolt against these restrictions and would not 

accept them because there was no scientific evidence behind 

them? 

JA: Well I think he’s actually backtracked that Mayor in 

Middlesborough but what we need to see is local authority leaders 

properly involved. We need to see local councillors properly 

involved. We need to see the local health service involved as well. 

At the moment what happens is, is an area gets restrictions and 

it’s not clear why, because some areas which have got restrictions 
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with high infection rates are in restrictions but there’s other areas 

like Newark and Sherwood which is where there’s two Cabinet 

Ministers, don’t have restrictions. Why is that? 

 

AM: Do you think there’s political interference going on here? 

JA: Well, I think because there is no clear guidelines as to why an 

area goes into restrictions and why an area – or how an area 

comes out of restrictions then there is a suspicion that there’s 

political interference. I hope there isn’t. But until the government 

publish clear guidelines that suspicion will always linger. 

 

AM: Okay, let’s talk about schools, because I’m genuinely 

confused here, because Keir Starmer said on Thursday: “It was an 

inevitable risk that when we got our children back into schools and 

our students back to universities and people back to work the 

infection rate might go up. That was a known risk.” So why at the 

time did he say, “I expect them back in school, no ifs, no buts, no 

equivocation.”  You’re trying to have your cake and eat it.  

JA: No we’re not, no we’re definitely not, because within this 

you’ve always got to manage different risks. Now I think the long 

term impact  of  children not being in school for months and 

months and months is devastating. Not just on their educational 

development, that’s quite obvious, but also on their health. Mental 

health implications –  

AM: You can’t then attack the government for the spike going up 

once they’ve gone back to school. 

JA: No, you can, no I’m sorry, you can because yes,  you need to 

get children into school but you should have built a testing 

capacity, a testing capability in recognition that eight million 

children going back to school, probably picking up colds and 

coughs and sniffles as children do when they go back to school 

would put increased demand on the testing system. The 

government failed to do that and the testing system fell over and 

we still have problems today with people not able to get a test. 
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AM: Let’s move from schools to pubs. You have serious doubts 

about this 10pm curfew. You can see people up and down the 

country pouring out of the pubs in great hub bubs having had a 

fair amount to drink, mingling, going on to public transport. 

 

JA: I think the problem with the 10pm curfew is that the 

government have still not published the public health evidence as 

to why they think this is an effective intervention. If it’s effective 

we would support  it if the public health evidence is there. But at 

the moment, as you say, got all these people piling into city 

centres, piling onto the Metrolink in Manchester, piling into the 

local Tescos  getting lots of extra drink, how does that contain the 

virus? 

 

AM: Simple question. Why did you support it then? 

JA: Because we support national restrictions, but given –  

AM: Whatever they are. 

JA: - given the implications and given that the pictures we’ve seen 

from the weekend of people in city centres, I think the 

government have to explain what the evidence for it is.  Now 

perhaps they should stagger –  

AM: So this is a restriction that you think isn’t working, you think 

is not properly based and I ask again why you then just jump out 

and support it? 

JA: No, we’re asking for the evidence.   

AM: After the event. 

JA: Asking for the evidence and we’re asking the government to 

consider staggering. Staggering the throwing out times. Because 

actually part of the reasons we introduced staggered leaving in 

pubs in the first place was to get around the problem of 

everybody piling out the pub on the dot because of all the social 

implications associated with that. 

 

AM:  You said at the beginning of this interview that these 

restrictions were confusing and we’ve seen politicians from all 



5 
JONATHAN ASHWORTH 

parties getting into trouble. We saw your former Leader, Jeremy 

Corbyn, attending a dinner party of well over six people. Should 

he not have been prosecuted and fined for that? 

JA: Well that’s up to the authorities, but  -  

AM: What’s  your view? 

JA: No, that’s up to the authorities. But my view is on that SNP MP 

– 

AM: That’s so easy for you.  

JA: That’s of a different nature. 

AM: Sorry that’s so easy for you. I’m asking you about Jeremy 

Corbyn.  

JA: I understand that people are going to make mistakes, they’re 

perhaps going to be rather absentmindedly forget to put their 

mask on sometimes. People are going to make mistakes now and 

then. Politicians shouldn’t really but that’s human nature.  

AM: Even Jeremy Corbyn. 

JA: But politicians should not go around the House of Commons or 

get on trains and go around their constituencies when they are ill 

with the virus. That is completely unacceptable and that MP 

should resign. 

AM: We can all agree that that was an egregious example. 

 

Ends  


