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AM: Can I start by asking you about this great debate in the 

country about whether or not to go back to work in an office. 

Millions and millions of people are looking to politicians like 

yourself for a guide. They want to know do you think that if they 

can go back to the office they should get onto a bus or a train and 

go in now. What’s your answer to them? 

NT-S: Well, we’ve supported the gradual reopening of the 

economy, but I am extremely concerned about the government’s 

position on this, because there has to be a very strong, robust 

strategy of communication in which people have confidence. And 

if that doesn’t exist, then people will not go back to the office. And 

I think we have to be very clear, firstly this is not a return to work, 

people have been working from home throughout the pandemic. 

Many people are key workers, have been out working throughout 

and not had that ability to stay at home as well. So it is a return to 

the office rather than return to work. And what we cannot have 

are people threatened with the sack, for example, if they won’t go 

back to the office, or people who’ve previously been shielding, 

who are ill, being forced into it. So what we need now is 

leadership from the government, a real strategy about how this 

can be achieved, that people can have confidence in to move 

forward. 

 

AM: Not going back into the office, not going back into a city 

centre, has a really serious effect on other people’s jobs and will 

cause unemployment to rise. And therefore I’m interested in why 

we’re not getting a little bit more clarity from the opposition about 

the importance of people, if they can, going back into the office. 

NT-S: Well, you have had clarity, with respect, Andrew, because 

we support this gradual reopening. And you’re absolutely right to 
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highlight that people who are in the office spend money in 

businesses that are close to that office, for lunch, for other 

shopping trips and so on. So we see that. But the point I’m 

making to you is that to achieve that aim, to make sure that we 

do do all we can to reopen the economy you must have a strategy 

in which people have confidence. Because without it they won’t go 

back to the office and this is where the government really have to 

step up to the plate. There’s no point just leaving this to 

employers, leaving this to people without any sense of what’s 

actually going to happen and how this is going to be done safely. 

The government needs now to take leadership to make sure that 

this now can be done safely and move forward reopening the 

economy. 

 

AM: It’s not just office workers, of course, it’s university lecturers, 

and indeed students. Now, recently Joe Brady who’s General 

Secretary of the University and College Union, said: ‘moving a 

million plus students around the country is a recipe for disaster 

and risks leaving ill-prepared universities as the care homes of a 

second wave.’ Do you agree with that? It sounds alarming. 

NT-S: Well, it is clearly a huge logistical exercise to move a million 

people, and that’s what we’re talking about in terms of students. 

But I’m afraid there is a running theme here with the government, 

because there has to be a strategy and plan in place, whether 

we’re talking about a return to office, whether we’re talking about 

care homes earlier in the years, whether we’re now talking about 

universities. What we need obviously going forward is to ensure 

that we do have the test, track and isolate strategy properly set 

up. You might remember the prime minister promising this world 

beating system, promising it’d be ready by the first of June, I think 

was a date mentioned by him at one point. That really must be 

the focus of the government, to ensure that people can now 

return to their university studies, because we obviously want to 

see that building on the return to school. But ensuring there are 

measures in place. We do deal with what is the new normal in 
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terms of the coronavirus, and that if there is an outbreak it’ll be 

dealt with extremely quickly. That’s why that test strategy is 

important. 

 

AM: You mentioned testing. Let’s turn to airports, which is a really 

controversial issue at the moment. Now, the government says that 

if you simply introduce testing for everyone coming into British 

airports, which is what a lot of the industry wants, and I think 

what the Labour Party wants as well, 97 per cent of people might 

be missed – 93 per cent, I beg your pardon, of people might be 

missed. Because if you’re sitting beside somebody in a plane and 

they’ve got coronavirus and you get off the plane, you won’t be 

caught by testing at that point and you’ll develop it later on. So 

what’s the point in changing the system? 

NT-S: Well, the point is it isn’t just about a test at an airport. 

Because you quite rightly say, I think, the rate would be about 

seven per cent of cases could be discovered. What I’ve suggested 

to the Home Secretary in a letter today is a two-test system that 

takes away the need for a blanket 14-day quarantine. That’s part 

of my international experience. Iceland, for example, has a system 

with a test on arrival, five days then elapse, there’s a second test. 

If they’re both negative the quarantining can end. And there’s also 

evidence here that if you look at a test, a subsequent test, say at 

five days, the figure rises substantially to around 85 per cent. 

There’s some modelling to say that. It gets to 95 per cent if you 

go up to eight days. So the point is this: it isn’t about a sole test at 

the airport, it’s about a two-test system that if the government 

had it up and running it would take away that need for the 14-day 

quarantine blanket policy.  

 

AM: We’re again running out of time, I’m sorry. But last week we 

saw a daily record for the number of migrants coming across the 

Channel, 409 in one single day. Now, you have said that they 

should be dealt with more compassionately and there should be a 

safe passage for them. What do you mean by a safe passage? Do 
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you agree that there should be British outlets in France where 

people can apply for asylum there and then come across by 

Eurostar or in a conventional way? Is that what you’re suggesting? 

NT-S: Well, I’ll give you two specific examples of safe routes which 

the government could deal with immediately. Firstly, the dubs 

amendment, which as you will recall, Andrew, was about what 

everyone expected to be 3,000 unaccompanied children this 

country would assist. That was closed down by the government 

with less than 500 accepted. That shouldn’t have been done. 

Secondly, the actual resettlement programme that currently exists, 

that was closed down in March. We are now starting to reopen 

international travel, that now should be slowly and safely 

reopened as well. Those are two things that the government could 

do immediately. But in addition to that the government also needs 

to be working with French counterparts, and in addition to that 

the government has to deal with the underlying causes of why 

people flee war, poverty and persecution. Now is not the time to 

abolishing the Department for International Development.  

 

AM: Nick Thomas-Symonds, thanks very much indeed for talking 

to us this morning. 

(ends) 

 

  


