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AM: David Gauke this week attacked populist politicians, who he 

said, ‘are pouring poison into our national conversation.’ He’s also 

been working behind the scenes to try to stop a no-deal Brexit, 

and he’s with me now. Before we get onto all of that, David 

Gauke, you are the Justice Secretary, you’ve heard the 

ambassador there. Do you accept there are no such internal 

camps in China? 

 

DG: Well, I’m not in a position to comment on that, and though 

you presented evidence in your interview I think the basic point I 

would make in terms of your interview is that we believe the basic 

freedoms in Hong Kong must be respected. That is something 

where we have standing because of the joint declaration, and that 

is why Jeremy Hunt has been making the comments that he’s 

been making.  

 

AM: Populist politicians dripping poison into the national 

conversation. Who were you thinking about? 

 

DG: I’m making a general point, that it is at the moment the 

public discourse is, I think, particularly rancorous. You know, we 

see lots of comments about people engaged in betrayal or traitors 

and so on. I think we need to move away from that. I also think 

that we need to have a political debate that is open about the fact 

that all the choices in front of us in terms of the big issue of Brexit 

have significant consequences. And we should be open about that 

and we should be honest and be straight with the British people 

as to what our choices are and what the consequences are 

involved. 
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AM: Do you think the two candidates in your leadership contest 

are being straight with people? 

 

DG: Well, I think there’s a challenge for all of us to be 

straightforward about what particular courses are open to us.  

 

AM: Well, that’s a yes or a no. 

 

DG: Well, I think – let me take the issue of leaving without a deal. 

I think there are very significant downsides for the UK if we leave 

without a deal. I think there’s a lot of talk about we need to 

prepare for no deal. One of the things that we would need to do 

is prepare the British people for the realities of no deal. And I 

think – I don’t think all of my colleagues have been perhaps as 

candid about that as they might have been.  

 

AM: Now, you’ve said that parliament can stop no deal happening, 

and I put it to you that’s not necessarily true, that parliament’s 

running out of options. Oliver Letwin, who’s looked at this in great 

detail, has said there is no way really that parliament, he thinks, 

can stop no deal. The Institute of Government, highly-respected, 

says much the same thing. And if the government doesn’t bring 

through legislation which can be amended to stop no deal it’s 

hard to see how parliament can intervene. 

 

DG: Well, you mentioned the Institute of Government. What they 

also say is unless the Speaker is prepared to allow some form of 

innovation then it’s very hard to – 

 

AM: So you’re putting all your trust on John Bercow. 

 

DG: Well, look, I think the sense of it is – what I’m saying is that 

if I was asked to speculate on this, given where the parliamentary 

majority is and the strength of feeling on a no deal Brexit, is that I 

think there probably will be a parliamentary way in which this can 
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be stopped. I agree there’s an element of uncertainty. There is an 

element of uncertainty about it. But I think the likelihood is that 

parliament will find a mechanism somehow between now and the 

31st October. 

 

AM: We read about the so-called awkward squad of MPs, 20 or 30 

MPs meeting with the Chancellor and other MPs to stop no deal 

happening. Are you member of that? Have those meetings 

happened? 

 

DG: Well, I’m not going to get into private meetings. But what I 

would say is that there are a sizable number of Conservative 

Members of Parliament who, like me, believe that we should leave 

the European Union, but we believed we should leave the 

European Union with a deal. And there are a sizable number of us 

who are meeting, you know, having conversations at all times. As 

you would expect. 

 

AM: Now, from the point of view of Boris Johnson, he confronts 

this parliament with virtually no majority, he listens to people like 

you, who are against no deal, and certainly proroguing 

parliament, locking parliament is obviously a very unattractive 

option. One way round all of that would be for the winner of this 

contest to call an election, perhaps in early September, and go to 

the country. If you listen to Boris Johnson, possibly advertising no 

deal as his preferred outcome. What does it do to the Tory Party 

if you’re going to have an election in September and no deal is 

going to be part of the agenda? 

 

DG: Well, I think first of all having a general election before we 

have left the European Union, before we’ve resolved this issue, I 

think would be extremely difficult for the Conservative Party. 

Whatever you say, I think there’s a risk of being squeezed from 

both sides, as we saw in the European parliamentary elections, 

from the Brexit Party on one side, the Liberal Democrats on 
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another. But if the proposal is that we fight a general election as 

essentially the Brexit party, I think that would be extremely 

difficult for the Conservative Party, because we succeed when we 

are a broad church, and if we were to become essentially another 

version of the Brexit Party we would put a ceiling on our support 

that would make it very, very difficult for us to ever win a 

parliamentary majority. I think we would find ourselves on the 

wrong side of this issue. And in large parts of the country that 

have traditionally voted Conservative, I don’t think there’s great 

appetite for that type of Conservative Party.  

 

AM: Right now 160,000 people are filling out their ballot papers 

and sending them back to the Conservative Party. Are you 

convinced they’re all proper Conservatives? 

 

DG: Well, they’re all party members. I think probably what you’re 

getting at is the issue of has there been some element of entryism 

within the Conservative Party? My own view, and I’ve had a little 

bit of experience of this within my own constituency, is that there 

are clearly people who are supporters of the Brexit Party that 

have joined the Conservative Party. 

 

AM: You had somebody, I think, who said he wanted to be the 

Brexit Party’s candidate in the next election inside your party and 

voted in the contest and then left again? 

 

DG: Yes. Yes, and I think he was about to be thrown out of the 

party, but I think he may have resigned just before that 

happened. But I think we ought to put this is some kind of 

context. This is relatively small scale. So there was a lot of talk 

from Leave.eu that they were trying to infiltrate my party and so 

on. I think the evidence suggests that they found about 30 people 

that joined my local association who could potentially be 

described as falling within that category. That’s out of a 
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membership of around about 600. So I think there’s an element of 

it, but one shouldn’t overstate it. 

 

AM: Meanwhile we’re getting lots of new proposals from the 

candidates about what they would do as prime minister. One of 

the things that Boris Johnson has said is that serious criminals, 

people who’ve been convicted of murder and other serious 

offences, should serve their full time in prison. Judges should not 

have the ability to commute those sentences. Do you think, as 

Justice Secretary, that is a sensible proposal? 

 

DG: Well, I think what he is proposing is, if you like, honesty in 

sentencing. So that if you get ten years you serve ten years. A 

couple of things I would say on that. One is, in terms of the 

system that’s been in place for a long time, we have automatic 

release at halfway for most prisoners, but then they’re under 

licence for the second half. And that is an approach by which we 

can, if you like, manage people back into society and if they 

misbehave they can be recalled. The second point I would make, 

for more serious offenders, which I think is what Boris Johnson 

was talking about, we do have these extended determinate 

sentences. So in fact they serve two - thirds of their sentence and 

then the Parole Board makes a judgement as to whether they 

should be released or not. And it is worth bearing in mind that for 

serious offenders sentences have grown very significantly in the 

last few years. For sexual offences they’ve gone up by, I think, 

something like 25 per cent in the last nine years. Overall we have 

a more punitive system than in the past. 

 

AM: That sounds as if you don’t think this is a good idea. You’ve 

already got all the tools you need. 

 

DG: I think serious offenders should get serious sentences. But it’s 

worth bearing in mind we’ve moved in that direction, and let’s 

remember, in 1993 we had 44,000 people in prison. Fifteen years 
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later it was 84,000. Our prison population is large by historic and 

international standards. 

 

AM: He’s going to sack you isn’t he? 

 

DG: Well, I suspect that I will possibly have gone before then. If 

Boris’s position, assuming that he wins – if Boris’s position is that 

he’s going to require every member of the Cabinet to sign up to 

being prepared to leave without a deal on the 31st October, to be 

fair to him I can’t support that policy and so I would resign in 

advance. 

 

AM: One other job-related question: You’ve seen the papers this 

morning, Sir Kim Darroch’s messages from Washington back to 

the government in London have been leaked to the Mail on 

Sunday. Do you think, in those circumstances and given what he 

said, he can keep his job as ambassador? 

 

DG: I think it’s very important that ambassadors give honest, 

unvarnished advice to their country. And it is disgraceful that it’s 

been leaked. That we should expect our ambassadors to tell the 

truth as they see it.   

 

AM: And therefore the government should stick by him? 

 

DG: Well, as I say, I think ambassadors need to be able to make 

their honest assessment of the situation and report back to 

London. And that is what he’s done. 

 

AM: David Gauke, thanks very much for talking to us. 

(ends) 

 


