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AM: I’m joined now by the vaccines Minister, Nadhim Zahawi. Mr 

Zahawi, given where we are now, we know the Delta variant is 

running riot around a lot of the country, we know that hospital 

admissions are a lot higher than government predictions 

suggested they would be. Given all of that, have you any 

hesitations, moderations, changes or alterations to the complete 

reopening that we’re going to see in a week’s time? 

NZ: So I think it’s worth just caveating next week, and the PM will 

say more on this on Monday. With words of caution.. the big 

reopening that happened on 17th May is why we’re seeing the 

infection rates rise, because people can associate direct indoors, 

they can go to pubs and restaurants and cafes indoors. That all 

happened in May. The big difference is we are at almost 87 per 

cent of all adults having one dose, and 65 per cent with two 

doses. We’ll get to 66 per cent by the 19th. So the fortification of 

the vaccination programme has allowed us to cautiously move to 

step four, and the MP will say more about this. The guidelines will 

be very clear on things like mask wearing. There’s an expectation 

for people to wear masks indoors, in crowded places, on public 

transport, but it’s both a personal responsibility and a corporate 

responsibility. So rather than govern by diktat, what we’re saying 

is we move to step four cautiously. All the border controls and 

stringent (talking together) are continuing.  

AM: From must to please? 

NZ: No, we’re moving from must to more like expected to wear a 

mask in indoor spaces, on crowded trains and elsewhere. That will 

help the whole country. The country came together, Andrew for 

the vaccination programme. We had 200,000 volunteers, 80,000 

people volunteering to vaccinate, coming out of retirement and 
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joining the effort. A sort of Dunkirk spirit. I want to harness that 

sort of Gareth Southgate spirit now to keep going and vaccinate - 

ONS say we can get to 96 per cent of all adults saying they will 

take the vaccine or very likely to take the vaccine. There are 80… 

AM: Your own numbers that you just gave me just now suggest 

that a third of people are not fully protected at the moment, and 

your message about it’s important to wear masks in a lot of places 

is not the same as other Ministers who’ve said we’re going to rip 

the masks off, that’s it, it’s all gone. So there’s a change of tone 

there. But let me turn to the vaccine rollout itself, because we’ve 

got a graph here which can show us what’s been going on. And 

the truth is, when you’re coming to first vaccinations or second 

vaccinations - there we go - dose one or dose two, the number of 

people being vaccinated is plummeting at the moment. 

Straightforward question: why? 

NZ: So these are the hard lines, so when you get to 87 per cent 

almost with a first dose and 65 per cent with a second dose, we 

need more people to come forward - you know, today we’ve got a 

.. 

AM: It’s not a shortage of vaccines, it’s people not coming 

forward. 

NZ: Not at all. I work very closely with the frontline, whether it be 

the London team or the team in Manchester or in Birmingham or 

elsewhere. It is making sure that young people - you heard 

Spiegelhalter talk about why it’s important for young people to 

come and get that protection, because actually being vaccinated 

helps you against long covid as well. So it’s important that we do 

this. So let me give you one other statistic - no, this is important, 

one other really important statistic - as of Friday of the 2.300 

people in hospital 62 per cent are under the age of 55. That was 

very different in wave two, where the majority were over the age 

of 65. Only 15 per cent are over 75. But that is important because 

we’ve got to keep an eye on that. Hence why I say to you on 

Monday we’ll proceed with caution. Why caution? Because I think 

it’s the right thing to do. This last Friday in may own constituency 
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I went to visit an amazing ... Orange Mabel, she’s survived the 

pandemic but she lost two members of staff because they 

committed suicide because of lockdown.  So this a balance.  There 

are no easy answers, no easy way through this. 

 

AM: I agree with all of that but you say that we have to keep an 

eye on the NHS. We’re getting messages from all around the NHS 

that they simply aren’t going to be able to cope with two and a 

half thousand daily admissions which is what David Spiegelhalter 

was talking about, and all the things they’re tasked by the new 

Health Secretary to do. So for instance the Leeds Teaching 

Hospitals NHS Trust which runs I think eight hospitals in Leeds, 

are saying that they’re now cancelling or postponing planned 

elective surgery because of the rise in Covid numbers. We’re 

hearing Milton Keynes Hospitals saying they’re going to do the 

same kind of thing. We’ve got a very very wonderful hospital, 

Raigmore Hospital in the Highlands of Scotland now on code black 

and other Scottish hospitals quite close to that.  All across the NHS 

the same thing we’re being told which is that hospitals can’t clear 

the backlog, as the Health Secretary promises  is going to happen, 

and advance forward and to deal with this number of Covid cases. 

So there are really, really hard choices coming. 

NZ: You’re absolutely right. So one of the things that we’ve done 

obviously we’ve got the vaccination programme, but we’re already 

planning, the NHS is planning for co-administration of the Covid 

boost starting early September with flu, because we’ve had very 

little flu circulating in communities because of the lockdown, so 

one of the big risks that I and others worry about is in a bad flu 

season you could see 20 thousand people dying. So the NHS is 

already making that preparation.   That’s one  part of it. The other 

part of it is we put a billion pounds to the NHS to be able to deal 

with precisely the point you make which is the backlog, and then 

looking at ways of making sure that they try and clear that. 
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AM: Okay, if it comes to it, which it might well, would you prefer 

to see elective surgeries cancelled or postponed, or reintroduce 

restrictions? Which? 

NZ: So as I say there are no easy decisions here.  

AM: Which? 

NZ: I think we’re doing the right thing here in the sense that we 

are cautiously proceeding. You’ll see in the guidelines being 

published next week that we are very clear in the guidelines about 

indoor spaces, mask wearing, all these things but it’s a balance. 

 

AM: But I still don’t get the answer to my question.  

NZ: I’m absolutely going to get to it. It’s a balance. The NHS I 

think can deal with this cautious  but pragmatic reopening of the 

economy because there are equal pressures on the NHS. 

 

AM: Even if that means elective surgeries being postponed and 

cancelled? 

NZ;  No, but flip it the other way, Andrew.  

AM: I’m just asking you what side you’d come down on. 

NZ: Sajid Javid in his Sunday Telegraph interview quite rightly 

talks about up to, maybe not 5.3 million, up to 13 million NHS 

backlog that needs to be cleared. The way you do that is to make 

sure you not just make the resources available but also be able to 

cope with Covid and flu and that is what we’re doing. 

 

AM: But you are sure it’ll be all right are you? Are you sure it’s 

going to be okay? 

MZ: I think the vaccination programme at 86 almost 87 percent 

with first dose, 66 percent with second dose, being cautious. The 

nation came together, Andrew, and literally rose to the challenge 

and vaccinated, right. I think the nation will come together and be 

cautious and be responsible. All the polling ....  because people 

will be smart about how they protect themselves by getting 

vaccinated but also protecting their communities and their family. 
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AM: So this is all about us taking more personal risk, more 

personal responsibility and for that to be the case we have to be 

absolutely clear about how successful the vaccine programme has 

been that you’ve been running. So let me show you this by one of 

the government absolute Chief Advisers, Mr Vallance. He says this: 

 

Clip 

- in cases and hospitalisation but it’s a weakened link  not a 

completely broken link. 

AM: So he says it’s a weakened link, not a completely broken link. 

Do you agree with that? 

NZ: Yes, I do, absolutely. I know what you’re going to say, you’re 

going to show me the PM  -  

AM: No, let’s hear him, let’s hear him. 

NZ: He said at the press conference, he said the same thing as 

Patrick Vallance. 

AM: No, let’s hear him at Prime Minister’s Questions. So was he 

wrong at Prime Minister’s Questions? 

NZ: No, but look –  

 

Clip 

PM: - are all absolutely clear that we have severed the link 

between infection and serious disease and death. 

 

AM: Severed the link. We talk a lot about the Prime Minister and 

words and so forth, but that is wrong isn’t it? We have not 

severed the link.  

NZ: Well I watched the Prime Minister at that press conference 

that you’ve just shown. 

AM: That wasn’t a press conference, that was the House of 

Commons and he said, ‘severed the link.’ 

NZ: We have severely weakened the link between infection rates, 

so at the current infection rates if this was without the vaccination 

programme, we’d have five, six hundred people being in hospital a 

day.  
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AM: So Nadhim Zahawi the Prime Minister was wrong, wasn’t he? 

NZ: What I’m saying to you is the Prime Minister agrees with his 

Chief Scientific Adviser and his Chief Medical Adviser that we have 

severely weakened the link through the vaccination programme. 

 

AM: Did he mislead the House of Commons when he said the link 

had been severed? 

NZ: No, I think, look, we’re dancing on the head of a pin here. 

AM: We’re not. Severed is not true. 

NZ: What the PM was saying and he looks at the data on a daily 

basis that if you look at where we are in terms of case numbers 

today and  what is happening in hospitals, it’s a very different – 

look I just gave you the number. 

 

AM: Well you did but this is really important because people are 

going to have to make choices themselves and we see the number 

of case rates shooting up and we see the number of 

hospitalisations rising quite fast as well. So if people think that the 

link has been severed they will behave in one way and if they 

don’t think it’s been severed they’ll behave in another way. This is 

not a kind of irrelevant heads of pins thing, this is quite important 

and I say again, the Prime Minister was wrong to say the link has 

been severed. 

NZ: I would go back and say to you in the press conference –  

AM: I’m just asking for a yes. 

NZ: Andrew, I know what you’re asking for. Ultimately the Prime 

Minister agrees with his Chief Scientific Adviser t hat we have 

severely weakened that link, and you see it in the numbers. We 

have to be cautious. On Monday he will stand up at another press 

conference and will say we have severely weakened that link and 

he will advise that people should take personal responsibility, but 

will be expected to, for example, wear masks indoor in crowded 

train carriages and elsewhere. 
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AM: See I think your message is interestingly more cautious that 

some that we’ve been hearing from some other ministers recently. 

NZ: We have to be cautious.This thing is not over. You look at 

what’s happening in France and in Italy and elsewhere with  not 

the Delta variant but the Beta variant. This is very concerning.  

 

AM: Do we know  how many nurses are currently self isolating 

because they’ve been pinged by the app? 

NZ: So this is an important point Andrew. The NHS frontline if 

they themselves are satisfied that they’re wearing the right PPE, 

the right protection, even if they get pinged by the app they don’t 

have to self isolate and the NHS actually implements that and it’s 

important just to make that point obviously to your viewers. Of 

course the app was designed, Andrew –  

AM: Is that a new policy I didn’t realise? 

NZ: No, no, the NHS have always – if you’re double vaccinated 

because remember they were the first group we vaccinated with 

the residents of care homes and those who look after them. The 

health care workers on the front line were at the top of the list. 

 

AM: I’m sorry to jump in. Just on the point where I started. 

NZ: The app itself was designed in a world where no vaccine 

existed. We now have 87% vaccinated almost so we have to 

tweak and make sure we get it right.  

 

AM: Just go back to my original question. How many nurses are 

self isolating at the moment because we’re being told that some 

really serious effects on services across the NHS because of this. 

So do you have  a number?  

NZ: I don’t have the number with me but all I would say to you is 

the NHS – if the nurse or the doctor or any other front line worker 

is wearing the right equipment, the right PPE and they are double 

vaccinated, which they all are, or the majority I should say, not all, 

but the majority are because our figures are so  high, so 94% 
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uptake of the double vaccination, then they don’t need to self 

isolate. 

 

AM: Okay. Going back to the app, up and down the country 

people are deleting the app or disabling the app in large numbers. 

The Sunday Times suggests really large numbers are doing this 

now.  And that’s partly because people running businesses and so 

forth suddenly with the Delta variant everywhere are finding that 

they can’t run. Josh Roberts owns a restaurant in Newcastle and 

he says this: “It’s  a nightmare. Borderline crippling and making it 

very difficult to remain opening. On Friday we had two chefs Track 

and Trace notifications go off which left us in an impossible 

situation.” Is your message to him that your staff should keep 

their apps on and keep being pinged even if that means his 

business going under? Because there are people up and down the 

country in the same position. 

NZ: So  look, I was again in my constituency I went to the Garrick 

Inn and the app is fully operational. In fact they don’t let you in 

without you doing your QR code on there. The important thing I 

was sort of just eluding to is the app was developed in a world 

where we didn’t have the vaccines. We now are in 87% almost 

with one dose, 60% by the 19th with two doses. 

 

AM: So Josh Roberts should see his business go under? 

NZ: No, what I’m saying is actually I looked at this this morning. 

25 million downloads of the app. That is in anyone’s tech book is a 

big success story. So it will continue but we have to tweak it in a 

world of where we’re getting to 87, 88, 90 I hope beyond percent 

if we harness the England spirit, the Southgate spirit, we get 

everyone vaccinated then we’ll get there. 

 

AM: One last question. Are  you going to reduce the amount of 

time between the first and second vaccinations for younger 

people? 
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NZ: So the Joint Committee on Vaccination Immunisation looked 

at this. If you remember they reduced the time from 12 to 8 

weeks for over 50s, then over 40s, then all adults as the Prime 

Minister announced on Monday, that all adults will get their 

vaccine with eight week interval. That is clinically in the real world 

data the best interval for the highest level of protection. But the 

JCVI reviewed –  

AM: So we’re not changing it? Right, okay. 

NZ: Well they look at all this as they look at vaccination of children 

for example and when they advise us we’ll follow the guidelines. 

 

ENDS  


