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AM: Do you think, Esther McVey, that it makes a difference that 

you have a very different background – you didn’t go to Eton and 

all the rest of it – how would it feel different to have a woman of 

your background leading the Conservative Party? 

EM: Well, our party is a broad church. It always has been. It’s 

about meritocracy. And for me, our party’s also about social 

mobility. It’s about anybody can come from anywhere and achieve 

the highest post in the land, so long as they are prepared to work 

hard enough, so long as they can get a good team together and 

so long as you’ve got a vision that reaches out to the country. And 

that’s why I’m travelling the country all the time as part of a pub 

road show with blue collar Conservatives to really hear what 

people want us to do. Once we’ve delivered Brexit, what do they 

want after that? And they want money in schools, they want  

money going to police and they also, which I’ve announced today, 

is the public sector pay guarantee, because people want to know 

that they’re going to have a fair crack of the whip too. 

 

AM: But we’re not there yet. We’re not out of the EU yet. And 

your position on that is essentially that there’s not going to be 

another negotiation, they’re not really going to renegotiate, so we 

have to be prepared to leave at the end of October with no deal, 

if necessary. 

EM: So I’m being very honest about a) what happened to that 

withdrawal agreement. It was absolutely defeated in the House. 

So the House don’t want it, MPs don’t want it. In the country, in 

the EU elections that we saw, people do not want that withdrawal 

agreement. So now we’ve got to say, no, no bit of tweaking is 

going to get that withdrawal agreement right. And equally, when 

Theresa May got the extension to the 31st October they’d said 

we’re not opening that withdrawal agreement. And on top of that 
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– so I think other candidates have got to be really honest – to get 

this through by the 31st October, if that is key to it, you couldn’t 

even get an Act through on the floor of the House. So what I’m 

saying is actually what is possible. 

 

AM: Let’s come on to that in more detail. But to be absolutely 

clear, your policy feels to me almost identical to Nigel Farage’s 

policy. Is there any real difference between you and Nigel Farage 

about how we get out of on the 31st October? 

EM: Well, I know what I’m saying. I don’t necessarily know what 

he’s necessarily saying. But I’m saying – 

AM: There’s no difference. 

EM: I’m saying we want a free trade agreement. I’m saying no 

deal is back on the table, because anybody who’s done any 

negotiations knew as soon as the prime minister took no deal off 

the table you’d ruined your negotiation hand. So I’m looking for 

what’s the best for the country with a free trade agreement.  

 

AM: That is exactly the same policy as the Brexit Party. You’ve 

called Nigel Farage a tour de force, you’ve been quite warm 

towards him compared to other Conservatives. Would you work 

with him? He wants to be part of this process. He wants to be 

part of the negotiation. If you win this campaign, if you become 

prime minister, do you open the door to Nigel Farage? 

EM: What I would be doing was delivering Brexit, so we don’t 

need – 

AM: Yes or no. Sorry, do you open the door to Nigel Farage? 

EM: We don’t need a Brexit Party once we’ve delivered Brexit. The 

whole reason this campaign came about is because we never got 

out of the EU on the 29th of March. So one step at a time. And 

what I will do is no negotiations, because we need to be out on 

the 31st October. 

 

AM: You’ve also said that if you become prime minister your 

Cabinet for that period at least will not include remainers. So can 
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we be clear, you get rid of the Chancellor of the Exchequer, you 

get rid of the Foreign Secretary, you get rid of the current Brexit 

Secretary. You get rid of, I think, about 20 of the current Cabinet 

are remainers, so you clear them all out? 

EM: So this is what I said: there’s a limited time until the 31st of 

October, and what we’ve got to make sure, that the Cabinet 

believes in leaving on the 31st of October. Now, if they voted 

remain but now believe in leaving on the 31st October – because 

what we don’t want, because there’s hardly any time left, I can’t 

have people saying this isn’t what we want to do. You can’t have 

people resigning. You’ve now got to work together to make sure 

we get out, and then once we’ve got out anybody can be in the 

Cabinet because then we go back to Conservative values to 

deliver our promises to the country. 

 

AM: So you become prime minister, there’s quite a clearing out of 

the current Cabinet, you then sit down with your new Cabinet – 

presumably including people from the ERG and so forth – you sit 

down with Sir Mark Sedwill, who’s the Cabinet Secretary, and he 

presumably tells you what he told Theresa May in his leaked 

letter. And he says, ‘no deal would mean food prices going up by 

ten per cent, our national security being disrupted, Britain 

becoming less safe. Many, many businesses having to be bailed 

out. Direct rule in Northern Ireland and the stability of the union 

would be in jeopardy.’ That’s what your Cabinet Secretary says. 

Do you get rid of him as well? 

EM: Well, he’s got two jobs at the moment. Maybe he needs to 

spend a little bit more time on the Cabinet Secretary job. Actually 

I like Mark Sedwill. But what we need to say is, ‘look, what we’re 

doing now, let’s look at it from a different way, because lots of 

these people were remainers.’ What we’re not trying to do is hold 

on to a relationship we had in the past. But we’ve got to be good 

friends in the past, we’ve got to move forward. We’ve got 39 

billion back on the table. We’ve got no deal back on the table. 
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AM: Sorry to interrupt you. We don’t have it back on the table, 

because the legal advice to the government is absolutely clear 

that most of that money is money that we legally owe. 

EM: No. If you look at the House of Lords financial report on that 

it might be about nine billion that is owed if we went to 

international courts and the rest is not.  

AM: The Chancellor disagrees. The Treasury says it’s more like 25 

billion and probably higher. And he says that is clear legal advice 

to the government.  

AM: And that is because if you are paying to remain in for the 

implementation period, which we know we’d be paying about 10 

billion a year. So if we are staying in for two years then he’s quite 

right. We are paying that extra money, you’re right. But if we 

don’t, if we come out, that will be ours. So we’d work well with 

Mark Sedwill and say, ‘look, we know we’re on a better position 

because we need a good relationship with the EU, and that means 

that they will be in far worse position on tariffs that we would if 

they had to pay for them.’ 

 

AM: Let me ask you about something else which you’ve 

mentioned yourself, which is the role of parliament in all of this. 

Parliament is very likely to vote down any government taking us 

towards no deal. That’s where they are at the moment. Would 

you suspend parliament during sort of late September and 

October in order to get out with no deal if you had to? 

EM: That wouldn’t be my priority. I wouldn’t be looking to do that, 

no. 

 

AM: But if you had to would you? 

EM: What I’ve said – hang on a second – what I’ve said is we’d 

use all the tools at our disposal. Because what we have seen – 

AM: But that includes proroguing parliament, doesn’t it? 

EM: What we have seen by MPs going against the democratic 

vote of the country, they have torn up 400 years of history. They 

ripped up the rule book. So it seems somewhat wrong to me that 
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people wanting to frustrate the vote can rip up the rule book, yet 

should I want to use any tools at my disposal I would be seen as 

incorrect, when I’m helping ensure the democratic vote of the 

people. Can you see the conflict of thought in that process? 

 

AM: So proroguing parliament and the dates of the Queen’s 

Speech and so forth is something that has to be agreed between 

the Queen and the Privy Council. So to be clear, as prime minister 

you would be prepared to go to the Queen and say, ‘I don’t want 

parliament to sit for this period for these reasons.’ 

EM: Andrew, did you see the hypocrisy between – 

AM: No, I’m asking you about – I’m asking you about what you 

would actually do. 

EM : And I would just be using the laws, and so as I’ve said to 

you – 

AM: I’m asking you what you would do as prime minister. There’s 

the Queen sitting there, you have to persuade the Queen to stop 

parliament sitting during a period. Do you ask her to do that or 

not? 

EM: And I’ve been clear to you that I wouldn’t be looking to do 

that. All that I was pointing out was the hypocrisy of people 

wanting to frustrate the vote, who’ve ripped up 400 – 

AM: So you’re not answering my question. A very clear question: 

if you’re prime minister do you a) consider the possibility of 

suspending parliament during that period, and if the answer, as I 

think, is yes, do you accept that you then have to sit in front of 

the Queen and say, ‘don’t allow parliament to sit during October?’ 

And that is bringing the monarch absolutely into what would be a 

ferocious political controversy. 

EM: Andrew, I said I’d use every tool at my disposal. So that 

would include that. I’m saying it wouldn’t be my priority and I 

wouldn’t be looking to do that. But like I said, people frustrating 

the vote ripped up 400 years of rules. I personally would be using 

what were in my tools, as it were, my toolkit. I think there’s a big 

difference. 
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AM: But if you open your toolkit and that involves dragging the 

monarch right into political controversy you’d be prepared to do 

that? 

EM: I wouldn’t be looking to do that. 

 

AM: You wouldn’t be looking to do it, but you’d be prepared to? 

EM: Because I am a democrat and I believe in the democracy of 

the country and I do want that to be clear, because I’m standing 

up for the people who want the democratic vote. 

 

AM: Let’s move on to some of your other policies. You want to 

spend a lot of money improving public wages in this country. 

Where does it come from? 

EM: Well, what we’ve looked at that – because I believe, and this 

is a guarantee, that people would get either the highest, whether 

it was inflation or whether it was their pay review body amount. 

And I’ve said I believe when we leave the EU there will be a 

growth. I do believe, with a free trade agreement, we’ll be 

growing this economy, which the Conservative government’s 

already done. But if that weren’t the case - and people like you 

don’t believe that is the case – there is money put aside.  

AM: You don’t know what I believe. 

EM: Well, what do you believe? 

AM: I’m working for the BBC, I don’t ever talk about my beliefs. 

EM: Okay, you don’t have a view on it. It’s okay. So I would 

guarantee that money because a) as we know, Philip Hammond 

has already said he’s squirreled away coming up to 26 billion 

pounds, so there’s money there. Or the 39 billion, if we didn’t pay 

it in its entirety, we’d have that. And it would roughly cost up to 

2.3 billion a year. So we have got the money to do it. 

 

AM: And this is money that would go to nurses, schoolteachers, 

the police and so forth. As a Home Secretary would you be tough 

on drugs? 
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EM: We would keep to being tough on drugs as we have been, 

yes.  

 

AM: Have you ever used Class A drugs yourself? 

EM: No, I haven’t. 

 

AM: Do you think that somebody who has admitted to using Class 

A drugs is fit to be prime minister? 

EM: If you’re alluding to Michael Gove on that, I hope people will 

actually judge him by how good he’s been as a politician. So I do 

believe he can, he said it was something he did 30 years ago and 

he’s – 

AM: Regrets. 

EM: Regrets it.  

 

AM: And David Gauke, who’s the Justice Secretary of the 

government says this: ‘there’s a responsibility for middle class 

people that take cocaine at a dinner party, that when they see the 

story of a 15 year old boy stabbed in East London, they should 

feel a degree of guilt and responsibility. Do you agree with that? 

EM: What I am saying is I want to support police to do a job they 

can do. So I’ve pledged three billion now to police. I’m going to 

half foreign aid to give four billion to schools, three billion to 

police, and I’m going to make sure that we have a public sector 

pay guarantee. So I want to make sure that people who earn up 

to £50,000 in the public sector, that actually we support them. 

Because you know what? Between 2010 to 2017 they have helped 

get this country back on its feet. Now we’ve got to say thank you 

and give them a pay increase. 

 

AM: There’s a change in your policy in that isn’t there, because 

you say the money is going to come from the foreign aid budget. 

The foreign aid budget is set by law at seven per cent. 

EM: Nought point seven. 
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AM: Nought point seven. Nought point seven per cent, I beg your 

pardon. And you voted for that and spoke for that when it was 

put into law. So now you want to change it and unpick it. 

EM: All you have to do if you want to change that, and obviously 

these are two separate agreements, so your one is foreign aid, 

which has doubled from 2010 to 2019, where we are now. 

Whereas other budgets have either been frozen of cut. All you 

have to do to reduce that foreign aid budget is actually make a 

statement on the floor of the House of why you haven’t spent that 

money, and that’s what you need to do. And that’s what – 

AM: You’re going to take it from the foreign aid budget. When you 

were – 

EM: We’ll keep the foreign aid budget at high levels, at 2010 

levels, so we’d still be supporting countries.  

AM: When you were at Work and Pensions and in charge of 

universal credit you said there was no link between that and more 

people going to food banks. Your successor, Amber Rudd, has 

absolutely contradicted you on that. Do you now regret what you 

said? Do you accept there is a link between the way that universal 

credit was rolled out and people going to food banks? 

EM: Well, what you’ve seen right across the globe is people going 

to food banks. And it has gone up.  

AM: We’re talking about Britain –  

EM: Yeah, yeah, yeah. And I’m saying across the globe it’s gone 

up. And lives are complicated, and actually if you look into the 

reports of why people go to food banks it’s very, very 

complicated. And some of them could have been, you know, they 

didn’t have money. Some of them have been because they’ve 

been – had addictions. Some of them have been because they 

have had addiction – 

AM: But universal credit had a particularly harsh effect on people 

in this country. I’m asking is there any aspect of that that you 

now regret? 

EM: So what I did on the harshest aspects of universal credit, I 

actually wasn’t in parliament for, and that was George Osborne’s 
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12 billion extra cuts, which Amber would have voted for. Now, 

what I did when I came back to be in charge of that department 

was to get back most of that money that George Osborne took 

back. And do you know what? I got that money back, because I 

went to Cabinet and I explained clearly those cuts were too harsh, 

they were going to hurt people, and we needed that money back 

in the department. And I was the only Secretary of State who got 

money back. So I actually have reversed those changes.  

 

AM: Final question. The BBC’s hosting a debate for all the 

leadership challengers on the 18th. Will you be there? 

EM: If I’m still in – yes, I will. 

AM: Esther McVey thanks very much indeed for talking to us. 

(ends) 

 

 


