
1 
SHAMI CHAKRABARTI 

ANDREW MARR SHOW 

6TH OCTOBER 2019 

SHAMI CHAKRABARTI 

SHADOW ATTORNEY GENERAL  

 

AM: Can I ask first of all, Shami Chakrabarti, do you think there is 

a loophole, is there any way round the Benn Act that you can see? 

SC: No. I think the Benn Act, and  let’s call it the Benn Act and not 

some of the horrible things that it’s been called.   It was drafted 

with great care after a great deal of cooperation across the House 

of Commons and it’s very, very specific and explicit about  a 

personal duty on the Prime Minister to either get a deal through 

the House of Commons or persuade the House of Commons that 

no deal is plausible, or he has to write a letter. The letter has been 

drafted and attached to the Act to the European Union asking for 

more time. 

 

AM: And you’ve seen what he said to the Scottish Court of Session 

which implies that he will send that letter.  

SC: Well he speaks with a forked tongue though, doesn’t he? 

Because he says one thing to the court and another thing to you 

for example on your programme last week. I obviously watched 

that interview with great care. He seems to have a very casual 

relationship with the law. He seems to think that he’s above the 

law. As the Supreme Court showed us a few weeks ago, he is not. 

No one is above the law, even a British Prime Minister. 

 

AM: So there is very little time left in the House of Commons next 

week before the next prorogation ahead of the Queen’s Speech. 

How are you going to use that time? Is it trying to get the full 

publication of the government’s proposals to the EU so we can see 

actually every dot and comma of what they suggest? 

SC: I think it would be very important to see what Boris Johnson 

thinks a deal looks like. At the moment –  

AM: So the legal text? 
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SC: I think that would be really important, if he’s trying to get this 

deal through the House of Commons they have to see it and that’s 

what the Benn Act requires. So I think yes, that would be 

important. The difficulty that we have is what do  you do when 

you are dealing with a Prime Minister who is prepared to disobey 

the law? 

 

AM: We’ll come onto that in a moment. But your priority, your 

priority is presumably to stop no deal at all costs? 

SC: Correct. Absolutely. 

 

AM: Why therefore is the Labour Party, certainly Jeremy Corbyn, 

already saying that the Labour Party will vote against this new 

deal before you’ve even seen it? If Boris Johnson, and we’ve 

heard the Prime Minister of Latvia there, if Boris Johnson gets 

something that is agreed by the EU and with which Dublin is 

happy and takes it back to the House of Commons, surely the 

Labour Party at that point would vote for it? 

SC: Well, what he’s currently proposing cannot get through, 

because what he’s currently proposing jeopardises the Good 

Friday Agreement and rights and protections that Ireland and the 

rest of the EU will insist on as well as us. 

 

AM: Things might change. I mean he’s called this ‘a landing zone.’ 

There’s clearly wriggle room and movement on both sides is going 

to happen over the next few days. I say again, if he brings back a 

deal that’s agreed in Brussels and agreed in Dublin it’s 

inconceivable, surely, the Labour Party would whip against it? 

SC: Well it seems to me that if he is to get something through in 

Dublin and Brussels it would be something that is more likely to 

meet our tests. So for example –  

AM: So you could let a deal through in the circumstances? 

SC: But what I’m saying is that we have a common interest in the 

Labour Party with the interest in Ireland and elsewhere in that we 

want to protect rights and protections. I looked at the American 
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Food  and Drug Administration website yesterday and in the 

American scheme you’re allowed to have traces of rat hairs and 

droppings and insects in foodstuffs. Now that’s just not allowed in 

Europe and we don’t want that in Britain.  

 

AM: Jeremy Corbyn said last week that this was a terrible deal and 

that there’s no way that any Labour MPs could support such a reckless 

deal that would be used as a springboard to attack rights and 

standards in this country.’ 

SC: Exactly.  

AM: But he  may well come back with a deal that has been agreed on 

both sides. I want to be absolutely clear, because it’s very important 

for everybody watching, the people who want to get a deal, in those 

circumstances surely at the last minute you’d let that deal through? 

SC: The  deal that he’s currently proposing that is not going down 

very well in Brussels or in Dublin or with us is a deregulatory deal that 

business in this country doesn’t want, that trade unions don’t want, 

that climate change activists don’t want and people that care about 

medicines and foods don’t want. He has got to move, he has got to 

compromise  in the national and international interest if he’s going to 

get our support.  

 

AM: But you know there’s quite a lot of Labour MPs who are prepared 

to vote for a deal anyway. Caroline Flint suggested  maybe 30 or 40 

Labour MPs would do so. If that happened would the Labour Party 

treat them as Boris Johnson treated his rebels and withdraw the whip 

and kick them out of the party? 

SC: I don’t believe that there are 30 or 40 Labour MPs who would 

vote for any deal. They care as much as I do about rights and 

protections and food standards and so on.   

 

AM: But nonetheless, if they did, how would you punish them? 

SC: Well I’m – you know, I’m not a punisher and I would never want  

our party to behave in the way that Boris Johnson did for example 
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towards the 21 liberal Conservatives who’ve been purged from that 

party. 

 

AM: They’ll be relieved to hear it.  Let me ask you again about the 

possible ways through that Boris Johnson might use because it’s been 

suggested he’s been talking with the Hungarians and others. He could 

ask for the extension and then as it were tip off another European 

government to veto that extension and say no you can’t have  it. Is 

that possible? 

SC: So to be clear about that. If you send the letter, as you’re 

required to under the law and then seek to undermine it by other 

means, you have not kept faith with the law. You have not fulfilled 

your specific statutory duty to seek an extension. That would be 

unlawful conduct on this part.  I know he has a very casual 

relationship with the law but  there we are. 

 

AM: Everybody is trying to work out what’s going to happen next, see 

the way forward, and one of the possibilities – it may not be the 

likeliest but one of the possibilities is a vote in the House of Commons, 

no confidence in Boris Johnson and the installation of a so-called 

government of national unity. Now the problem there, as we know, 

has been that Jeremy Corbyn insists on being the caretaker prime 

minister –  

SC: Well he’s the Leader of the Opposition.  

AM: But the Liberal Democrats say they will not serve under him. So 

there is a problem here and people have been talking about Kenneth 

Clarke and so forth. A new idea floated in the papers today, is that 

John Bercow could be a  caretaker prime minister to get us through 

that period. Would that be acceptable to the Labour Party? 

SC: I think this is, if I may say so, we’re now getting into  almost  

fantasy football. I don’t really see –  

AM: You think it’s not going to happen? 

SC: I think it’s very unlikely. I really, really do. I think what we need 

to concentrate on is getting no deal ruled out, as the law already does 

for the reasons we discussed and then to head for a General Election. 
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AM: Even to stop no deal Jeremy Corbyn will never stand aside and 

relinquish that position as caretaker prime minister to help with that? 

SC: I’m not saying that. I just think that we’re getting into a level of 

fantasy around these various permutations of unity governments. It’s 

just not  realistic I think.  

 

AM: I talked about the beginning of the programme about  I think 

there’s going to be an election quite soon. When do you think an 

election’s going to happen? 

SC: I think realistically once the Benn Act has been complied with and 

okay you know, if Boris Johnson kicks and screams but complies with 

the law, that would be a good thing. He would at least have complied 

with the law. Once that’s done then I think we’re looking realistically 

at a General Election certainly this side of Christmas. Hopefully 

substantially before Christmas. 

 

AM: So probably a November election, that kind thing or early 

December? 

SC: I would hope so. I would  hope so. 

 

AM: Let me ask you about something entirely different which is the 

Carl Beech affair, the so called ‘Nick’ affair. You’ve seen the pretty 

horrendous reports been produced. All those police officers who went 

way beyond what they were supposed to do, who has caused great 

offence and great hurt to a lot of families. They’ve been promoted. 

Nobody has been fired, nobody has been chastised or move aside. Do 

you think the police should be getting rid of some of the people who 

were involved in that case? 

SC: I think given the reports that we’ve seen, that were commissioned 

– the report that was  commissioned by the police itself, that it’s 

worth looking in particular at suggestions that police officers misled 

the magistrate to get search warrants. I think that is one of the more 

serious allegations that has emerged. 
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AM: And if they did clearly some kind of disciplinary action would have 

to follow. Can I ask you about the position of the Deputy Leader of 

the Labour Party, Tom Watson who was as it were urging the police 

on and again the report makes it clear that they were influenced by 

that urging. Does he not have serious questions to answer? 

SC: So to be clear, I think that we have to believe in the presumption 

of innocence. 

M: Yes, and he denies it. 

SC: But at the same time we have to pursue very serious allegations, 

including historic allegations of abuse. Now Tom Watson, as I 

understand it, maintains that he never judged the innocence or guilt 

of people, he just  wanted these allegations to be investigated. He 

stands accused if you like of being overly enthusiastic, but just to get 

that in proportion a week ago a very senior and respected journalist 

wrote testimony and published it in The Sunday Times that if proven 

would amount to indecent –  

AM: Charlotte Edwardes. 

SC: Charlotte Edwardes wrote testimony that I read in The Sunday 

Times one week ago. If proven that would amount to an indecent 

assault perpetrated by a serving British Prime Minister. Who is 

investigating that? 

 

AM: He of course denies it. He said absolutely this did not happen. 

SC: He does. He hasn’t sued for libel as I understand it, but who is 

going to investigate that in a county that believes in the rule of law 

and cares about victims and alleged victims of indecent assault? 

 

AM:  Let me return to the Tom Watson issue, because if you look at 

the report on that it’s quite withering about him really.   Lady  Brittan, 

who is the widow of course of Leon Brittan who died under a cloud in 

very miserable circumstances, she  says: “The extent of Tom Watson’s 

involvement in the witch hunt of  innocent people has been laid bare. 

His subsequent attempts to distance himself show a complete lack of 

integrity by misusing his public office, so recklessly, to repeat false 

allegations and to characterise himself as a victim he has shown that 
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he’s unfit to hold the office of MP.”  What would you say to Lady 

Brittan? 

SC: Well I would say to Lady Brittan that I feel for her and her family. 

My understanding is that Lord Brittan should never have died with this 

cloud hanging over him. It’s an appalling thing. Tom Watson, I believe, 

says that Lord Brittan was being investigated ahead of any 

intervention by Tom Watson. But on the detail you’ll have to speak to 

Tom. 

 

Ends  


