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AM: Business Secretary Alok Sharma is with me now. Alok 

Sharma, you will have heard Sir Jeremy Farrar, one of your senior 

advisers saying that Britain might well be the worst hit country in 

Europe. Is that what you also expect? 

AS: Andrew, good morning. Well, Andrew, of course this is a very 

difficult time for people across the country, and of course we have 

set out measures asking people to stay at home except for some 

exceptions. And I completely understand that it is a tough time for 

individuals and it’s a tough time for businesses as well. What we 

have done throughout this process is made sure that we have 

followed the scientific advice, and we will continue to do that. I 

know you’ve just had a discussion with others about the whole 

issue of when the measures will end in terms of requiring people 

to stay at home, and as I said, this is about following the scientific 

and health advice. SAGE, the business scientific advisor group, is 

going to be meeting next week, they will look at the evidence, 

they will look at what is going on in terms of infection rates, and 

then they will provide some feedback to government. What is 

important right now is that people continue to follow the guidance, 

they stay at home to protect the NHS, and ultimately this is 

absolutely about saving lives. 

 

AM: But we are heading to be the worst outcome in Europe. 

AS: Well, we have – I mean, different countries are at different 

stages of the cycle. What I would say is that what we have seen is 

the measures that we have announced having an effect. So 

actually if you look on the streets of the towns and cities across 

our country, there is much less traffic. If you look at what is going 

on in terms of public transport, far fewer people travelling on 
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public transport. And people have responded to this when we 

have said to them, you know, where you possibly can work from 

home. People are working from home, and you know, I’m very 

pleased that the vast majority of people are following the 

guidelines that we set out. And you know, if you look outside the 

window it’s a sunny day, we’ve got another two days run of this 

bank holiday weekend, but I know that people will act incredibly 

responsibly and make sure that that they follow the guidelines, 

because as I said, ultimately this is about making sure that we get 

the infection rates down, making sure that there is less pressure 

on the NHS, and as I said, ultimately this is about saving lives. 

 

AM: Nevertheless, if you put the cycle to one side and you look at 

the graphs and you look at the government’s own figures, we are 

on course to have the worst outcomes in Europe. I just want to 

know if you acknowledge that. 

AS: Well, what I acknowledge is that – and I’m very sorry for this 

– for the number of people who have very sadly lost their lives as 

a result of this global pandemic, and we’re seeing this across the 

world. As I said, we are at different trajectories. What we have 

done with the advice that we have now set out to people to stay 

at home is precisely because we want to make sure that we have 

a flattening of the curve, infection rates aren’t going up, and 

ultimately people’s lives are being saved. We are starting to see 

these measures work, but they will stay in place until we have 

advice from SAGE in terms of the evidence that’s out there.  

 

AM: Well, your chief scientific adviser, Sir Patrick Vallance, says 

that he would expect the deaths to continue to keep going up for 

about two weeks after the intensive care picture improves. Deaths 

are running at about a thousand a day, or just under a thousand a 

day. Is that what we’re looking for for the next two weeks or so, 

do you think? 

AS: Well, look, as I said, I mean, I defer here to the scientists and 

the health advisers that we have. What is important from a 
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government point of view is that we follow the advice that we are 

getting, and ultimately this is absolutely about flattening the curve 

in terms of infections and this is about saving lives, so we have 

less people very sadly losing their life as a result of this pandemic. 

And those measures are starting to work. We’ve started to see 

some flattening of that infection curve. 

 

AM: The people who are dying now caught the disease around 

about four weeks ago, on average. Four weeks ago most shops, 

including non-essential shops, were still open. Big sporting and 

music events were still taking place, and public transport, 

including the London tube, as absolutely rammed. Given where we 

are now, do you regret that? 

AS: Well, I certainly regret that people have lost lives throughout 

this process. But as I said, this is a global pandemic and different 

countries have adapted in different ways based on their health 

systems, based on other parameters that they have in their 

countries. But we have followed the medical and scientific advice. 

As I said, you know, we are seeing a flattening. But we need to 

wait until we are past the peak before we start to look at issues 

such as lifting any guidelines or restrictions that we have in asking 

people to stay at home. 

 

AM: Well, the death rates could of course be worse, because these 

are the death rates in hospitals. How many people have died in 

Britain from Covid-19 in care homes? 

AS: Well, I mean, as you said there are two sets of figures here. 

One is a set of figures of people who are sadly losing their lives in 

hospitals and those are the figures because they’re readily 

available that the government is setting out every day. There is a 

lag in terms of the ONS figures, but in terms of care homes, again 

we have set out clear guidance into how people should conduct 

themselves in terms of working in care homes. We’re ensuring 

that there is testing available as well. And ultimately also making 

sure that personal protective equipment is being made available 
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and going out to social care settings. But if I may just say on this 

issue of getting equipment out to people, look, I completely 

accept that there has been a big challenge around this, but we do 

have a plan. We’ve managed to get over 700 million pieces of kit 

out to the various health and social care settings, and you know, 

this is an unprecedented time actually. In normal circumstance we 

would be making sure that PPE kit was provided to 233 hospital 

trusts. We’re now talking about 58,000 settings when it comes to 

the NHS or social care.  

 

AM: The reason I asked about care homes is that Care England 

believe there could be as many as a thousand people died in care 

homes in the past week alone. We know that 13 people died at a 

home in Yorkshire, 11 in Northamptonshire, and there were three 

homes in Scotland, which amounts in total 30 deaths. So this is a 

very big issue. Does the government have a figure about how 

many people have died in care homes? 

AS: Well, I can’t give you a figure here because those will be 

figures that’ll come through the ONS, and as I said, there is a time 

lag. I’m extremely sorry for the loss of any deaths (sic) that are 

taking place during this time, but what your viewers will want to 

know is whether we have a plan to make sure that we are doing 

testing, and there is a plan for that. And actually increasing 

testing. And also that we have a plan to make sure that we have 

protective equipment available at the front line, and there is a plan 

that we’ve set out in terms of guidance, in terms of making sure 

there is a big distribution effort that’s going on, and also that we 

are sourcing more equipment, and indeed companies in the UK 

responding and also making that equipment. Now, in addition to 

that, and I think you had a discussion just now about businesses 

and the impact on the economy, and again we have set out an 

unprecedented package of support which is really incredibly large 

by any international standard. 
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AM: On March 25th Boris Johnson promised that all workers in care 

homes would have protective equipment they needed by the end 

of this week. It still hasn’t  happened. Why not? 

AS: Well, as I said, we’ve got 700 million pieces of kit gone out 

over the last few weeks.  

 

AM: I’m sorry to break in, but these figures, these great big 

figures, don’t really mean much to people. You know, it could be 

gloves, it could be anything. And what we’re hearing again and 

again and again from the frontline is that whatever numbers you 

say that you’ve got, actually care home workers in particular don’t 

have the equipment they need. Let me just read to you one of 

those people. A Unison care worker who said, ‘my colleagues have 

been asked to wear bags over the faces for lack of surgical masks 

when needed. It’s getting to the point when I want to quit my job 

as I feel I’m endangering my own life.’ 

AS: Well, Andrew, I accept that there has been a challenge. But 

I’ve said we’re in unprecedented times, there is an international 

demand for PPE out there, and that does have in impact in terms 

of supply. And look, I’m incredibly sorry that people feel that 

they’re not able to get this equipment, but that’s why we’ve set up 

a 27/7 hotline so people within the NHS and social care settings 

can phone and get that equipment. And I’ve also said that we’ll be 

setting up a portal over the next few weeks to make sure that 

people can directly key in their demand for PPE  and we can then 

monitor that and get that out to them. But there’s no doubt, this is 

unprecedented and this is a challenge, but we’re doing absolutely 

everything we can to make sure that we get support to the front 

line, and that is, I completely acknowledge, the job of 

government.  

 

AM: Is there a national shortage of surgical gowns? 

AS: Well, there are – you know, we are increasing supply. I mean, 

it is self-evident that we need more PPE and that’s why we’ve set 

out a plan to get more PPE. We are sourcing additional pieces of 
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personal protective equipment from outside the UK. And I’ve said, 

you know, we’ve seen when it comes to gowns, Andrew, we’ve 

seen companies, UK companies like Burberry’s which has stepped 

up and are manufacturing gowns.  

 

AM: I’m sorry to jump in but we’ve also seen hospitals, like 

Kingston Hospital, saying that they can’t get enough gowns. They 

said at one point. And other hospitals around the UK are having to 

apply direct to China because they can’t get the gowns from the 

government. So I ask you again, in very straightforward terms, is 

there a national shortage of surgical gowns? 

AS: There is clearly a need for more gowns, there’s clearly a need 

for more personal protective equipment, and that is why we have 

set out a plan to demonstrate how we’re going to get that. And I 

think it’s right, people watching the programme will want to know 

that the government actually has a plan for making sure we get 

more supply, and that is what we’re doing.  

 

AM: Let’s turn to the business side of all of this, the economic side 

of all of this. Because in terms of the measures that the 

government has offered so far there are clearly quite big groups 

who are falling through the gaps. I’m thinking in particular of 

people who left their jobs at the end of February and haven’t yet 

started at the beginning of March. These workers, these sort of 

new furloughed workers, are unable to get money through the 

government scheme, and some of them literally have no money. 

What can you do for them? Surely they’re a group who need to be 

looked at again. 

AS: Well, as I think we’ve heard and I think many commentators 

have acknowledged, that the schemes that have been put out 

there are very large. The scheme you’re talking about in terms of 

job retention is based on people being on the PAYE system at the 

end of February. But clearly if people are not there is other 

support that is available. More money has gone into universal 

credit. We’ve made sure there’s more money that is available 
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through local councils in terms of hardship funds. We’ve ensured 

that people are able to take mortgage holidays for three months, 

and you know, there is additional support that is available through 

the system. But you know, we have designed these schemes at 

pace and we wanted to have the right balance between making 

sure we get money out quickly to the vast majority of people who 

need it, but at the same time to make sure there are safeguards in 

the system protecting the taxpayer as well. 

 

AM: It’s very important, once the scheme has been designed, that 

it’s rolled out quickly enough. Now, I think, we’ve 4,000 British 

businesses of all the millions have had loans under this new 

scheme. That compares, for instance, with Switzerland, who’ve 

been able to hand out already 70-plus thousand loans. Why are 

we so slow and when are you going to get those loans out to the 

companies which need them right now to stop going under? 

AS: Yes, I think you’re talking about the Business Interruption 

Loan Scheme. So that has been set up at pace, and you’re right, 

it’s around 4,200 loans that have been made, just over £800 

million. And yes, absolutely we more money needs to go out 

faster. I have spent the last couple of days talking to some of the 

major providers of finance, those banks and institutions that are 

part of the lending scheme. You know, they have assured me that 

they are working at pace, they’ve got people working over the 

weekend talking to customers, making sure that they can process 

these loans as quickly as possible. And what we’ve also done in 

terms of that scheme is change the scheme and made it more 

attractive so that all small and medium sized businesses with a 

turnover up to £45 million can get support.  

 

AM: I’m so sorry, can I just ask you – we’re running out of time – 

can I just ask you about the bigger economic picture, which is that 

there are predictions from the NICR that we’re going to lose 25 

per cent of the value of our economy by the early part of the 

summer. In those circumstances, again a very straightforward 
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question, is there enough money in the kitty to carry on 

supporting businesses and carry on supporting all of those people 

who are losing their jobs? 

AS: Well, we’ve worked very hard in government since 2010 to 

make sure that we have a strong economy, and that’s why we’ve 

been able to support people now at this time. There is no doubt 

there is going to be a short term impact in terms of borrowing 

rates, but I think it has been absolutely vital that we’ve out this all 

in place now so that when we come out the other side businesses 

are going to be able to restart very quickly. 

 

AM: Alok Sharma, thanks very much indeed for talking to us this 

morning. Much appreciated. 

(ends) 

 


