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AM: Labour was this week very quick to criticise the government 

for offering a pay increase of  1% to NHS workers in England. So 

what should they be paid? Jonathan Ashworth, the Shadow Health 

Secretary is with me. Before we come to the nurses, let’s talk 

about tomorrow. Schools are going back. Given what Labour has 

said, are you absolutely sure they’re safe? 

JA: Yes. Schools should return. I mean of course they’ve been 

open for children of key workers and we shouldn’t forget that. But 

it’s important that children are back in school. I think it was the 

Royal College of Paediatrics who said when you close schools you 

close children’s lives. So we do need to get all our children back in 

school but we need to make sure that our schools have the 

ventilation in place, that they have the classrooms set up in a way 

in which children can be spread out. We suggested to the 

government they set up Nightingale classrooms if you like. They 

didn’t do that but it’s important that children do go back to school. 

 

AM: You also suggested to the government that teachers must be 

vaccinated before schools reopen and that is not happening, but 

you still think they’re safe? 

JA: I think it’s disappointing that teachers were not carved out for 

vaccination because the key thing about teacher vaccination was 

that it  wasn’t dependent on schools reopening that they were 

vaccinated, but our concern is that children will be sent home 

again because staff will be off sick because they haven’t  been 

vaccinated, causing further disruption to children’s education. So 

that was the point about teacher vaccination. Joe Biden’s actually 

doing it in America so other countries are putting teacher 
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vaccination as making it a priority. We didn’t but we still think 

schools have to open. It’s important for our children. 

 

AM: Let’s talk about something that’s not unlikely which is that 

schools reopen and as a result of that in part the R number goes 

again above one, but because so much of the country is now 

vaccinated that doesn’t translate into more hospitalisations and 

more deaths. In that situation, where we’ve got a spike in cases, 

do you think schools should stay open? 

JA: Well this is why you have to put in place other mitigating 

measures across society. So if schools reopening puts an upward 

pressure on the R, which lots of epidemiologist are expecting, we 

need to make sure that we’re taking other measures or 

implementing other measures in society which is why we have to 

be cautious on the reopening of hospitality, on pubs and 

restaurants. I would not rush in to opening up other sectors of 

society until we’ve really assessed the impact of schools  

reopening. But schools reopening for all children has to be a 

national priority. 

 

AM: So to be clear, to get that national priority established  you’d 

be prepared to slow down the current roadmap for reopening 

elsewhere? 

JA: Yes, because you have to be driven by data, not arbitrary 

dates. And I think – if you’re going to ask me what is my priority, 

it’s children in school rather than pubs and restaurants being 

reopened. But of course those businesses have to be 

compensated. I’m not suggesting that they shouldn’t get 

recompensed for staying closed, but my priority will always be 

children’s education. 

 

AM: There’s been an awful lot of talk about the attainment gap 

and the problems suffered particularly by kids from lower income 

families. Do you think that, for instance, the school day should be 

extended to help them? 
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JA: I think we’ve got to look at a whole range of interventions. 

AM: Such as? 

JA: Well, I mean you’ve got to look at the school day, you’ve got 

to look at summer activities. You’ve got to do this in partnership 

with teachers because teachers have been working incredibly 

hard. They’ve not had time off. And actually doing lessons via 

Zoom and sending work  home and trying to mark it and send it 

on, but we’ve got lots of examples of poorer children who don’t 

have access to laptops, they are digitally excluded. The schools 

have been taking work directly to those  houses, posting the work 

through their letterboxes. So teachers have been working really, 

really hard. But you could do things across the summer. We could 

use our theatres, we could use our sports centres, we could use 

our dance studios. Lots of community facilities could be mobilised 

for summer activities for children. 

 

AM:  You’ve said that the restrictions could go on for a bit longer, 

furlough could go on for a bit longer, but let me talk about 

another area –  

JA: Because of data, because of data.  

AM: Let’s talk about another area where you may want to spend 

more money which is in the NHS settlement. How much do you 

think that the nurses and other NHS workers should be getting? 

RCN says 12 and a half percent, what you do say? 

JA: Well first of all it was absolutely disgusting that the Tory 

government unveiled a budget which is putting tax up for hard 

working families and cutting pay for nurses. And Rishi Sunak 

sneaked it out the day after, because he was too cowardly to 

announce it on the day, even though he told us he was going to 

be honest. 

 

AM: So second of all what’s your answer, what’s your answer to 

how much they should get? 

JA: Well, this document is the NHS long term spending plan.  

AM: I can’t read it from here. 
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JA: No I know you can’t, but it promised a 2.1% increase for NHS 

staff. Not only was it promised it was budgeted for and it was 

legislated upon. This is the law of the land, Tory MPs voted for 

2.1.%. That’s the document, you can ask Gavin Williamson about 

it if you like, I’ll give it you there.  

 

AM: So that’s really interesting.  You say 2.1%. The RCN says 12 

and a half percent. There’s a big, big gap there. 

JA: Let me finish. So the government budgeted 2.1% and they 

passed that in legislation because their spending plans for the NHS 

came to the House of Commons and it went through the House of 

Commons, every Tory MP voted for 2.1% in January last year. 

That should be the basis on which negotiations and discussions 

are now entered into with the trade unions. But the Independent 

Pay Review Body will look at the submission from the RCN, it will 

look at the submission for UNISON, which is the biggest trade 

union in the country who are calling for a £2,000 uplift for every 

member of staff, it will look at the submission from the GMB who 

are talking about ensuring that none of the poorer paid staff in the 

NHS receive less than the Living Wages. 

 

AM: There’s going to be in inquiry, but let me just ask about your 

belief, your belief –  

JA: No, it’s an independent process. 

AM: - because this is a huge amount of money we’re talking 

about. To be fair to the government they didn’t know there was a 

pandemic at that point when they put the 2.1% on it. 

JA: But they did say they would pay for all Covid costs. Rishi 

Sunak stood up and said the NHS will get all the money it needs 

for Covid. They’re now asking NHS staff to take a pay cut to pay 

for the Covid pressures. That is unfair.  

 

AM: They are. All I want to know is what is the Labour Party’s 

view of how much nurses should get. 

JA: The Labour Party’s view is that the staff groups put –  
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AM: You haven’t answered have you? 

JA: You have a process, Andrew. You look at retention issues, you 

look at recruitment issues - 

AM: But they have to take a decision. 

JA: - and then you give it to the independent Pay Review Body 

who will negotiate with the different trade unions and then we will 

honour what that Pay Review Body recommends. The government 

are not saying they will honour it. 

AM: Whatever it says you’ll honour it? 

JA: Yes.  But that’s important because it’s an independent process. 

AM: Well let’s ask you about something else where I might get a 

clearer answer. 

JA: But it is a clear answer because it’s an independent process. 

AM: The RCN is now raising money for a strike. Would you  

support the nurses –  

JA: Nurses don’t want to go on strike. 

AM – they don’t want to go on strike but they feel they may have 

to. I’m asking you, would you support a strike of nurses or not? 

JA: I  know nurses, they don’t want to go on strike. And I’ve 

always championed nurses and I’ll always stand by nurses, but 

they don’t want to go –  

AM: If they go on strike will you back them? 

JA: - they don’t want to go on strike. And it’s actually their right. 

It’s their right if they go on strike –  

AM: If they go on strike would you back them? 

JA: Well you’re giving me a hypothetical because they’ve not put  

out for a ballot.  

AM: John McDonnell said, ‘yes of course.’ 

JA: But I will always support our nurses, I will always stand by the 

nurses and I will always support of rights of staff to take industrial 

action. 

 

AM: So you would stand on a picket line alongside nurses on strike 

or not? 

JA: But we don’t to get to that place. 
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AM: I know you don’t want to get there. 

JA: So the government have to drop this 1% pay  rise which is a 

pay cut because nurses don’t want to – I talk to nurses all the 

time, they don’t want to go on strike and I’ll always stand by 

them. 

 

AM: I’m  sure they don’t want to go on strike. They may 

conceivably vote for a strike nonetheless. John McDonnell said yes 

of course he would  - he’d be on a picket line, will you? Would 

you, would you in those circumstances? 

JA: I’ve always supported the right for people to take industrial 

action - 

AM: So yes. 

JA: - and I’ve always appeared on picket lines of NHS staff. But 

nurses don’t want to go on strike. NHS staff don’t want to strike. 

What they want to do is to have the pay and the resources to 

deliver the quality care that they want to deliver.  The pay that 

they were promised. 2.1% which Tory MPs voted for in January 

2019. January 2020, I beg your pardon. 

 

AM: I’m absolutely clear that you think nurses do not want to go 

on strike and you may very well be right. I’m less clear what 

would happen if they did. Whether Jonathan Ashworth would be 

standing alongside them or not. 

JA: Nurses don’t want to go on strike. NHS staff don’t want to go 

on strike. The government’s responsibility is to implement the 

recommendations of the Independent Pay Review Body to avoid 

that disruption. But I’ve always supported NHS staff when they’ve 

decided to take action because that is the right thing to do as a 

Labour Shadow Health Secretary but we need to get to a situation 

where we avoid that. 

 

AM: Okay, let’s turn to another area which is the tax freeze. 

Labour supported  the tax freeze on low paid workers when it was 

proposed and Anneliese Dodds said so on this programme. Jeremy 
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Corbyn, said no it’s the wrong thing to do and you  have now 

Uturned. Why? 

JA: We haven’t uturned. 

AM: Yes,  you supported the tax freeze, now you don’t support the 

tax freeze.  

JA: We said throughout this that this is not the time to be raising 

tax on hard working families. And when you step back and look at 

the politics of this budget, what people have got to realise is that 

it’s quite a political budget but Rishi Sunak is actually putting up 

tax on hardworking families. The idea that the Tory party is a low 

tax party is now for the birds. This is a high taxing party, putting 

up tax on hardworking families when we’re not even out of the 

pandemic. When we’re still in the midst of a crisis and they’re 

asking low paid people to pay more in tax. That’s the position of 

the Tory party today. 

 

AM: You’ve just said we didn’t do a uturn, we didn’t do a uturn on 

this. Anneliese Dodds on the Today Programme on Thursday: ‘In 

principle we are not against the freeze.’ Jeremy Corbyn in the 

Commons: ‘On public sector pay many are going to be hit through 

the freezing of the tax allowance.’ John McDonnell; ‘It’s a stealth 

tax.’ And now you say you are going to vote against it. That is a 

change. 

JA: I’m  not against a fairer tax system for  high salaried people. 

You know the better off, those with the broadest shoulders should 

pay more tax, but we’re not in favour of tax rises for lower and 

middle income families and that is what Rishi Sunak is introducing. 

A tax rise on hardworking families and cutting the pay of NHS 

staff. We’re not in favour  of that. We’re in favour of supporting 

hardworking families. 

 

ENDS  

 


