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AM: Jonathan Ashworth, welcome. We have seen this morning 

that the government in England has dropped the advice saying 

stay at home and replaced it with stay alert. What’s your reaction? 

JA: Well, we know that the lockdown that we’ve been in for now 

seven weeks, a lockdown that we have supported and continued 

to support has helped us as hospital admissions for the virus come 

down, looks like death rates, numbers of deaths is coming down. 

But we’ve always said that this virus is deadly, it spreads with 

speed, it can spread – it can be transmitted by asymptomatic or 

pre-symptomatic individuals. So when you’re dealing with a public 

health crisis of this nature you need absolute clarity from 

government about what the advice is. There is no room for 

nuance and I think the problem with the new message is many 

people will be puzzled by it. They won’t understand what we mean 

by stay alert. So I hope we can get clarity from the government 

today as to what exactly this new message means, because this 

virus really does exploit ambivalence and thrive on ambiguity. We 

need clarity at all times. 

 

AM; What do you think ‘stay alert’ means? 

JA: Well I’m not entirely sure, because as Matt Hancock has said 

before this is an invisible killer and we know it is highly, highly 

deadly this virus. Our death rate is tracking at one of the worst in 

Europe. It’s particularly deadly for those from poorer  backgrounds 

and those from black, Asian and minority ethnic backgrounds, and 

indeed, those who catch the virus and survive, many will have 

long term health problems as a result of getting this virus, which is 

why I think the ‘stay at home’ message was an important message 
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that people easily understood. So I hope Boris Johnson can give 

us the clarity that we need. Because when you’re in a pandemic 

like this you need  people – you’re asking the public to adjust their 

behaviour, you need that clarity in your public health messaging. 

 

AM: We always knew that getting out of the lockdown was going 

to be a complicated and difficult process. Labour has been calling 

again and again and again for a path out of the lockdown, so do 

you take a little bit of the responsibility for confused messaging at 

the moment? 

JA: I mean – no there was confused messaging this week wasn’t 

there when we saw different briefings in different newspapers and 

that’s why we’ve seen for example this weekend people going to 

parks and more road traffic and more call outs for our 

coastguards, but at the same time I don’t think it’s unreasonable 

to ask the government what its strategy is for the coming weeks, 

because we know we need more testing and tracking 

infrastructure in place – that’s what other countries who have 

been successful like South Korea put in place early on, we didn’t, 

in fact we abandoned our concentrate. 

 

AM: I’m sorry to jump in, but isn’t there’s a contradiction between 

asking for clarity on the one hand and constantly asking the 

government to explain what it hopes might happen in the weeks 

ahead? Those two things are never going to be the same, are 

they? 

JA: No, I don’t they can because I think we can treat the public 

like they’re grownups. I think we can offer the public clarity and 

explain where we are going with the virus. That is not the same as 

saying to people, oh, the lockdown might end on Monday like this 

brief to various newspapers this week. It’s about understanding 

that we need a route map for how we transition out the lockdown, 

because the lockdown, important as it is, is fundamentally a blunt 

tool. It is not  the strategy in itself. And while we’re in this 

lockdown we’re building up huge societal problems that affect the 
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economy, but lots of people are getting their treatments cancelled, 

cancer patients having their chemotherapy, radiotherapy delayed, 

and of course taking children out of schools for so long also has 

huge implications for our young people as well. So asking these 

questions I think are important and not unreasonable. 

 

AM: Can I ask you what your view is about ending the lockdown 

differently in different parts of the country? Because I’ve been 

looking at the figures and they’re really interesting.  London has a 

mortality rate of 86 deaths per hundred thousand people. Your 

own constituency, Leicester, has 34 thousand, so much, much 

lower and you look at somewhere like Norwich which is just five 

deaths per hundred thousand people and yet Norwich and 

Leicester and London are all being treated at the moment as if 

they are the same. Do you think there is a case for lifting the 

lockdown differently in different parts of Britain? 

 JA: Well I think there’s a case for targeted testing and tracing 

regimes, so for example we know that we have a higher 

proportion of deaths amongst deprived communities, usually in 

urban areas, in overcrowded accommodation. And yet our 

targeting strategy at the moment is just basically hitting a big 

number. They wanted to hit a hundred thousand and they hit that 

last week but the figure has drifted down ever since. So I think 

you can target your testing and tracing at certain sections of your 

community. Deprived areas, black and Asian minority areas, but 

also certain cohorts or your workforce. We should be testing every 

health care worker for example whether symptomatic or 

asymptomatic. We should be testing everybody in a care home. 

Some of the issues about having a lockdown in one bit of the 

country and not in another bit of the country is that when that 

approach was attempted in Italy at the start of their outbreak lots 

of essentially middle class people went from Northern Italy to 

Southern Italy and took the virus with them. So those sort of 

locking down bits of the country and not locking down other bits 
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of the country doesn’t work, but what you need to do is be more 

sophisticated in your testing and tracing infrastructure. 

 

AM: Meanwhile, Labour has introduced a new policy of  your own 

which is that people renting who’ve fallen in areas should be given 

two years before they have to pay them back, and a lot of your 

own supporters, a lot of people in the Labour Party feel this is far 

too cautious and actually such arrears accrued during Covid-19 

should be written off completely.  

JA: I think the issue is that as we come out of this Covid crisis 

society cannot be the same again. It shows that we need more 

public investment in our public services, we need strong 

infrastructure in this country. We need to rebuild our economy so 

it’s not based on low pay and zero hours contracts. So we need to 

have a debate with the country how we rebuild our country when 

we come through this, but in the meantime we need to put in 

place measures that support people to get through this, because a 

lot of people are going to find themselves financially and 

economically worse off as a result of this lockdown and they need 

to be supported. 

 

Ends  

 


