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AM: What’s gone wrong, John McDonnell? 

JM: You’ve been reading the wrong newspapers I think. 

AM: I’ve been reading all the newspapers and they’re all pretty 

much the same. 

JM: No, on the polls, the recent polls today we’re ahead of the 

Tories.  It’s neck and neck I accept that, but it  was before the last 

election. We were miles behind before the last election then we 

drew level and almost won.  

AM: 45 down to an average of 25. That’s a huge drop. 

JM: Brexit has dominated everything and once we get through 

that I think we’re back in the domestic agenda and I think we’ll 

win on that basis. 

AM: Once we get through that. How much do you think the 

Labour Party’s apparent equivocation on Brexit has damaged you 

with your core voters? 

JM: I think it’s been difficult to explain to people the sort of 

process we’ve gone through because what we’ve tried to do – 

because you interviewed me before about this – we tried the most 

difficult task which is to bring everyone together again. Achieve 

what I used to call a very British compromise. Actually that’s not 

worked and what’s happened now is the middle ground is gone 

and it’s gone to either extreme of either Remain or Leave. And I 

think we’ve got – now the debate in the party is that if we can’t 

get a deal that will protect jobs coming through parliament we’ve 

got to back to the people and the issue is yeah, of course we want 

a General Election and that might happen. I agree with you, I 

think Boris might call one in September, but if not our call is a 

referendum.  
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AM: Now Tom Watson, Deputy Leader of the Labour Party has 

been promoting a kind of sign up referendum motion. I’ve got it 

on screen there I think and what he says in this is:  

“ LABOUR REMAIN DECLARATION 

As The party of Remain, we will not take very voter 

With us, but it’s the only way that Labour can win... 

The next step...needs to be a public vote on the  

Brexit fiasco, with Labour leading the way for Remain.” 

Is there is a syllable there you could disagree with? 

JM: Not an awful lot. I think Tom’s expressed his view. What I’ve 

said is Jeremy has made it clear we’re going to go back to the 

people and he said a referendum as well. I’ve said in the 

discussions when people have asked me what’s your position,  I 

said well actually we have to be straight with people now. Haven’t 

been able to get the deal we wanted, so I would vote Remain, I’d 

want to campaign for Remain as well. 

 

AM: Did you sign up to that declaration  yourself? 

JM: Well, I think a lot of the sentiments in that declaration I’ve 

echoed already but what Jeremy’s doing and this is  and this is 

AM: This is the question. When is Jeremy Corbyn going to come 

out full throat and said, we’re the party of Remain, vote Labour for 

Remain? 

JM: Okay. I’ve read all this rubbish about splits and all the rest of 

it  

AM: I’ll come onto that. 

JM: Okay we will – but where I’ve expressed a view I’ve said look, 

we – we need to express a view now which is clearly, as I said, I 

will vote Remain, I want to campaign for Remain. But what 

Jeremy is rightfully doing, and this is one of the differences 

between us. I just said let’s get on with it, Jeremy’s much wiser 

actually, says let’s talk to people, bring them together, build 

consensus  and then go for it. And that’s what’s he doing at the 

moment and he’s talking –  

AM: But you’ve almost run out of time, hasn’t he? 
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JM: Well that’s the issue I’ve said to Jeremy. ‘Cause if Boris does 

call a General Election in September we won’t even have a 

conference to decide these matters. That’s why we need to decide 

early and get on with it and that’s why he is talking to people now 

to bring them together. 

 

AM: Does now mean that we might get a clearer shift of position 

this week do you think? 

JM: I think he’s got further meetings with the trade unions over 

the next week. There will be further discussions in Shadow 

Cabinet. Look at that timetable. I actually think he’s doing the 

right thing, I think he’s most probably  - everything about Jeremy 

is about building consensus and I think on this issue you need to 

bring people with you. 

 

AM: And yet things need to accelerate. You described this as a 

slow moving car crash. Perhaps it’s too slow moving? 

JM: You’re quoting from a Shadow Cabinet that I won’t comment 

on but let me say this.  I’ve said that we need to get to a position 

sooner, rather than later because I genuinely do believe, like you, 

that Boris Johnson will come in, he’ll get a little bit of a bounce in 

the polls, he’ll go for maybe a walk in the Welsh hills, like Theresa 

May, be over confident and then call a General Election at the 

beginning of September. 

 

AM: Well, we’ll see. We’ll absolutely see. Meanwhile you’ve got 

your own radical agenda out there. I must ask you about a few 

things that have been announced recently. Splitting the Treasury 

and moving half of it to the north of England. Explain the thinking 

behind that and why it would actually change things in the real 

world. 

JM: Okay. For the past 3 years I’ve been saying we’ve got to 

address the regional imbalances in terms of investment in our 

economy. That’s been confirmed recently by the 2070 Commission 

by Bob Kerslake who read that. It showed the dramatic lack of 
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investment that there is in the north in comparison with London 

and the south east. Give you an example –  

AM: And you think taking policy makers out of London and putting 

them in Manchester will change things? 

JM: Let me give you the example I was going to give you. First of 

all transport investment. £344 per head in the north, £944 in 

London and the south east. That  can’t be right. So what I’m 

saying is we need to pour money into the  north, investment long 

term on infrastructure, training, rebuilding the economy, but the 

better way to make decisions is to have them made in that locality 

in the region. So I’m saying let’s split number 11, take the 

National Transformation Fund where these resources will come 

from, take those decisions makers and administrators and take 

them up north. I know everybody – I represent a London seat, I 

come from Liverpool, my family are up – everyone thinks I’m 

trying to get near to Anfield by the way on this one but never 

mind. It’s actually trying to say locate the decision makers, 

administrators in the north, better decisions will be made.  

 

AM: Now you mention the newspaper stories. Can I ask you 

directly have you said to Jeremy Corbyn that he should sack 

Seamus Milne and Carrie Murphy? 

JM: I’ve not said to sack anybody. Look, it’s July. What happens in 

July in parliament? Journalists, the lobby stagger from reception to 

reception drinking some of the most nauseating wine that’s ever 

been produced from a grape. What then happens they exaggerate 

and invent stories and that’s what’s happened here.   

 

AM: But you’ve got a lot of whistle blowers from the heart of the 

Labour Party, at the top of the Labour Party being talking to the 

BBC, they’ve been talking to journalists and what they say has to 

be listened to. I mean these are important people, some of whom 

feel excluded, some of whom feel bullied and they need to be 

listened to. 
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JM: Well, there’s two issues there. In terms of the Sunday Times 

story about any splits between me and Jeremy, it’s myth, it’s 

rubbish –  

AM: Have you not been frozen out a bit in meetings? 

JM: Not at all, look  - Jeremy and I go back 40 years. We’re the 

closest of friends, we’ve minded each other’s backs all the way 

through that period and we always will. 

 

AM: And you have full confidence in Seamus Milne and Carrie 

Murphy? 

JH: I have the confidence in them, of course I do. I’ve not told 

anyone to be sacked or anything like that. But let’s make it clear, 

Jeremy and I talk about policies on a daily basis. Yes, we’ll 

disagree on things, but we’ll then come to an agreement. He’ll 

build consensus, just as he always does and then we back each 

other up.  

 

AM: So you don’t feel like Diane Abbott apparently that he’s been 

held captive by his office? 

JM: That isn’t – I don’t believe that’s what Diane Abbott has said 

anywhere but let’s make it absolutely clear. We’re facing a General 

Election in September. We’re going to come to a decision I think 

sooner rather than later with regards to our Brexit position. We’ve 

got a huge domestic agenda that we want to promote and I think 

we’ll surprise people in an election just as we did in 2017 and we’ll 

go into office as a united party. 

 

AM: Is it still your position to scrap non-disclosure agreements? 

JM: Yes. 

AM: So Labour Party people who have spoken to the press, have 

spoken to the BBC have nothing to fear from the Labour Party 

about that? 

JM: What we’ve said, non-disclosure – look, in everyone’s contract 

you usually have a confidentiality clause and of course that will 

continue on. A non-disclosure agreements, if they operate 
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effectively simply protect that, so if you’re dealing with confidential 

data in particular when you leave that company you do not then 

inform others about it. I’ve always campaigned against non-

disclosure agreements where they’re trying to prevent whistle 

blowing, particularly around harassment and victimisation.  

 

AM: So that Labour whistle blowers who have blown the whistle 

on alleged anti-Semitism problems inside the party are now being 

pursued by the Labour Party with legal letters and that seems 

hypocritical. 

JM: No, not at all. What’s happened is the Labour Party is 

reminding them of their confidentiality agreement, ‘cause you 

can’t have people, particularly when you’re dealing with individual 

cases, individual information about individual members, that sort 

of thing, that can’t be right. But what we’ll be saying we’re going 

to reform the law so that whistle blowers will be protected, NDAs 

will not be used against them when they are using whistle blowers 

and we will prevent –  

AM: Tom Watson says it’s futile and stupid to be pursuing these 

people.  

JM: No, what they’re trying to do is just remind them of their 

confidentiality agreements. But what we’ll always protect is 

anyone who’s subject to victimisation or harassment in that way 

and that’s why we want new whistle blowing legislation to protect 

them.  

 

AM: You’ve been down as I said 18% in one poll recently, number 

4 among the national parties. Are you really ready to fight an 

election in September? 

JM: 24, 25% in the last couple of polls over the weekend. Just 

above or neck and neck with the Tories. I think we are. I think 

once we get out there campaigning on our domestic policies in 

particular, just as we did in the last manifesto where when we 

published the manifesto we shot up 10 points in the polls. Wait till  

you see the next one.  The same effect will happen. 
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AM: What do you think is the right amount of money for an 

individual or a family to pass down to the next generation? 

JM: Right.  This is about the proposals on the gift tax and all the 

rest of it. I’ve looked at those proposals. The thresholds that we 

brought forward by the IPPR and others, the Land Report that was 

published by George Mumby of course, I think are too low. So 

we’re  consulting on that. 

 

AM: Too low. So the current threshold is I think £325,000 so 

people will be able to give more. 

JM: No, no in the reports they were recommending £125,000. 

That threshold was too low. And so we’ll consult about that. 

 

AM: Do  you want to reduce the threshold.  I think it’s 325 at the 

moment. 

JM: That’s right yeah. Not looking to do that but let’s have a look 

at how inheritance tax works overall. We introduced some reforms 

in our last manifesto, closing a number of loopholes and we’ll look 

at that again.  

 

AM: Can you rule that out because it will be a massive tax change 

and it would affect lots of families in your own constituency and 

across the south who’ve got houses.  

JM: I think the idea of a gift tax throughout the – a gift 

relationship throughout the life of someone is a pretty good idea, 

but we’ve got to get the thresholds right so that ordinary people 

aren’t penalised and that’s what we’ll do.  

 

AM: Now you said another very interesting thing recently which 

was you were thinking of delisting companies that failed to meet 

their obligations on climate change.  Without talking about climate 

change about which we might agree, let’s ask you what does 

delisting actually mean? 
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JM: I’m looking at the whole way in which the state can make sure 

that we tackle the existential threat, that’s our number one 

priority.  If we don’t tackle that we will not exist, full stop and I 

don’t want to be one of those politicians who leaves to our 

children this nightmare they face. So therefore, yes we’re going to 

have large scale investments so we meet the net zero carbon by 

2050 if not before, but we can’t be in a situation where companies 

and government is doing all the right things then you have other 

companies who literally are setting alight to the planet. So how do 

we do that? Regulation and part of that has to be sanctions and 

one of them is delisting. 

AM: So what does it mean, what does delisting actually mean? 

JM: It means they will not have access to our markets, it’s as 

simple as that. 

AM: So they’re taken off the London Stock Exchange, let’s say an 

oil company is taken off the London Stock Exchange. It can still be 

listed in Frankfurt and New York and around the world. 

JM: Yes, but Andrew, what’s interesting this debate is happening 

everywhere else as well. So other environmental standards are  

being introduced on other stock markets. That’s why in a couple of 

weeks –  

AM: So it’s part of a sort of global pressure? 

JM: Yes. And in a couple of weeks time I’m having this 

international social forum where we’re looking at how we can 

jointly cooperate not just on the European scale but globally as 

well on these issues.  

AM: And you talk very vividly about setting the planet alight, but 

what would these standards actually be? So for instance BP is a 

big oil company which also invests a  lot in solar energy. 

JM: How you can ensure that you get almost like a planning 

agreement with companies on a just transition. How they can 

work with us on moving from fossil fuel dependency into zero 

carbon. Now that isn’t just  - that isn’t something we need to do, 

it’s desperately need to do otherwise we won’t have a planet. And 

do you know who’s teaching us this?  Our own children. 
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AM: Are BP doing enough now? They’re a highly controversial 

company at the moment. Would you delist them if you were in 

power now? 

JM: I think it’s one of those companies that we’ve got to engage 

with and that we’ve got to be firm with and we’ve got to include 

regulation and at the same time, yes, if necessary take direct 

action in that way. I just said to you, the people who are teaching 

us this are our own children. If we don’t start listening to them I 

think we will be the generation that failed them.  

 

SM: A nice easy question which you can answer in one word. Are 

you thinking of nationalising BT? 

JM: No. TWU as a union as a union have been debating that but 

we’ve set out our plans on what nationalisations we’re undertaking 

in terms of water, rail, Royal Mail and the energy for the grid. 

 

AM: Let’s just go back to whistle blowing. Do  you think whistle 

blowers should have legal protection now? 

JM: Yes. We’ve always said that. I campaigned for legal 

protection. 

AM; That would include Labour Party whistle blowers? 

JM: Of course it would. Everybody. I took a petition to Number 10 

to that effect.  

AM: One last area of policy which is interesting people a lot. 51 

per cent of Britain’s national wealth is in land, according to the 

latest survey. And that’s a lot more than most developed 

countries. Is it time to change the taxation system to focus on 

land? 

JM: We’ve looked at this and George Monbiot with a group of 

advisers produced a really good report. We’re looking at that 

report now. What I’m interested in is how do we spread ownership 

of land? And one way of doing that is community land trusts. 

They’re already being developed. I’d like to see the government 

working with local communities so that the land in their area 
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passes to the control of the local community, and that must mean 

ownership as well.  

 

AM: The other thing that has absolutely ravaged the Labour Party 

for months and months and months now is of course the endless 

anti-Semitism row. Gordon Brown is talking about it again today 

and saying more must be done. The Labour Party must properly 

apologise to the Jewish people in this country. Do you agree with 

him? 

JM: Well, Jeremy did. Jeremy did make an apology some months – 

ages ago, I think last year. So he made that apology.  

AM: Didn’t seem to land well. 

JM: If Gordon thinks it hasn’t landed, let’s do it again and let’s 

make sure we repeat it empathetically as well. I listened to Rabbi 

Janet Posner, and she talked on the Today programme, the 

thought for today, about how you go about securing an honest 

appraisal of what you’ve done, admitting it and then seeking to 

how you repair the damage. That’s what we’re going through 

now. If it needs doing again, let’s do it. 

 

AM: You kind of need to do something dramatic. I’m thinking of 

Willy Brandt going and kneeling down in the Warsaw Ghetto. 

There needs to be a kind of Willy Brandt moment doesn’t there? 

JM: Well, I’ve gone to Auschwitz, as Jeremy has and others as 

well. If there needs to be a symbol, fine. But it’s not just about 

symbols, it’s about practical action as well. And again, as I said, 

we have apologised. If that needs more, we should do. If there’s 

more practical actions that come out of HDR review, let’s get 

those implemented properly as well. 

 

AM: Are you absolutely 100 per cent certain that Jeremy Corbyn 

will lead you into the next election? 

JM: Well, of course he will. And he’ll win it as well. 
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AM: Alright. John McDonnell, thank you very much indeed for 

talking to us. 

(ends) 

 

 

 


