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AM: I’m joined now by the Foreign Secretary Dominic Raab, who, 

judging by his wallpaper, is inside the Foreign Office. Mr Raab, 

you’ll have heard that interview with professor Watson. The US 

administration, Mr Biden’s administration, are profoundly worried 

about the WHO investigation into China. Are you as well? Are you 

concerned? 

DR: Well, I think it’s important we’re able to make that first visit. 

We do share concerns that they get full cooperation and they get 

the answers they need. So we’ll be pushing for full access to all 

the data that we need to be able to answer the questions that I 

think most people want to hear around the outbreak, the causes. 

And that’s important, not for geopolitical point scoring or anything 

like that, but so we can learn the lessons and prevent it ever 

happening again.  

 

AM: Coming closer to home, schools open on the 8th March? 

DR: Yes, that’s what we’re aiming for and that’s what we’re 

committed to. But we know that we’re on track to keep the 15th 

February milestone of offering the first four priority groups, 15 

million people, the first dose. We then need to compile and assess 

the evidence, and yeah, we’ll set out feedback, a review of that 

evidence, plus the plans forward on 22nd February, so that’s 

Monday week.  

 

AM: Are you hoping that virtually everybody in this country who 

really needs a vaccine will get one by April? 

DR: Well, what we’ve said is we would offer the first dose to the 

top four priority groups, that’s 15 million, by the 15th February, 

that’s tomorrow, and we need to wait for the data, but we’re on 
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course to hit that target. And then by the end of April, a further 17 

million people will be offered that first dose, taking 99 per cent of 

those most at risk of dying from the virus and making sure they’ve 

had the vaccine. So that is the target. And then by the autumn to 

have every adult member of the population with the first dose. So 

that’s the road map, if you like, that we’re adhering to. I think the 

most important thing, which is why the PM will set out further 

details on the 22nd February, is just to really carefully monitor the 

evidence of the impact that the vaccine rollout’s having on the 

virus itself. 

 

AM: I understand that, but listening to you and looking at all those 

numbers going in the right direction for once, many of your 

colleagues on your side of the Conservative Party, many of your 

colleagues and friends, 63 of them, have signed a letter saying in 

this case let’s get rid of all the restrictions, all legal restrictions, 

end the lockdown finally in May.  

DR: Yes. We’re confidence in the vaccine rollout, for the reasons 

I’ve just given, we’re optimistic, we’re getting ourselves into a 

better place. I think we’re also, though, cautious and careful 

because you can’t get ahead of the evidence of the impact of the 

vaccine on the transmission. So we know that the Rate, the 

transmission rate, is between point seven and one. That’s good 

news. We’re seeing on Friday, seven-day totals for admissions, 

cases and fatalities. They’re all down by somewhere between a 

fifth and a quarter. That’s all good news. But you’ve got to be able 

to monitor it in real time, which is why I think saying what we’re 

going to do with precision and as a guarantee by the end of April, 

is difficult to do at this stage. But the PM’s going to set out a path 

forward on Monday 22nd February. 

 

AM: So it sounds as if your message to Mark Harper and his 

colleagues is interesting argument chum, but don’t get over-

excited. 
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DR: Well, I think my answer is that we share all of the ambition 

and the desire to get out of this lockdown, and we want to do it 

responsibily and safely and therefore it’s got to be based on the 

evidence, which is of course what we said from the outset. But 

we’ve got much more granular evidence, as we’re accumulating it, 

the MP will set out the path forward on the 22nd, and obviously we 

need to check what’s happening in real time, partly because of the 

vaccine and partly because we need to gauge what’s happening 

with the variations of the virus. 

 

AM: I suppose his point is that there are lots of people who need 

to get back to work, companies on the edge of surviving or going 

under all around the country, and these people do need a bit of 

certainty. And given the success of the vaccine rollout, doesn’t he 

have a point? 

DR: Yes, there’s definitely a point. We want to give as much 

certainty as we responsibly can. But then it’s got to be based on 

the evidence. We’d said that as well as opening schools on the 8th 

March our aim, the thing we’re working towards is to get non-

essential retail open, and after that in due course again, driven by 

the evidence of how the vaccine’s working, we can think about 

things like hospitality. But I think we’re not going to be able to 

give certainty unless we’re basing it on the evidence that we’ve 

got that the vaccine is doing its job. So far the prognosis is pretty 

good, but we’ve got to keep monitoring it as the rollout proceeds. 

 

AM: Halfway through a somewhat bleak February many people are 

thinking about their summer holidays, and one thing that we could 

do to get things moving again is to have some kind of 

international travel pass, or so-called vaccine passport. Tony Blair 

has suggested that you put that on the agenda at the G7. Will 

you? 

DR: We can certainly discuss these things both internationally and 

domestically. But the reality is you’ve got to have a workable 

system, so it’s not something that I think yet is, you know, in a 
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place where we can put forward a workable proposition that 

countries around the world would be able to rely on. And the risk, 

of course, with anything like that is if you create something which 

isn’t workable, that isn’t dependable, it creates a false sense of 

security. No one wants to do that. 

 

AM: Now, I want to talk to you about the results so far of Brexit. 

There’s been a huge amount of rhetoric and argument on both 

sides all across the media. I’d like to just focus on a real life actual 

situation, and somebody called Tony Bowker. He runs a company 

in Sheffield which imports precision engineered goods from Japan 

and then exports them to the EU. And under your Brexit deal he 

says he has to pay duties because of rule of origins requirements. 

Many of his products now require export licences and every 

shipment to Europe has gone from costing him zero to costing 

hundreds of pounds. He has been advised that his best option 

now is to relocate the majority of his operations from Sheffield to 

the continent, and he wants to know from you is the government 

going to change the elements of the Brexit deal which make his 

business model unviable, or should he move out of the UK? 

DR: We certainly want all businesses to stay here. We want to 

manage the risks regarding exports that you describe. We’ve put a 

huge amount of money into supporting those businesses. The BBC 

itself was reporting that in terms of freight the flows of freight, 

both into the UK and out of the UK, are now back to 99 per cent 

of the pre-end of transitional period level. So that’s good news. 

We talked last time I was on the show about some of the teething 

problems, and I think on the BBC’s own reporting, based on the 

data, that’s been to a large extent resolved and we’ll continue to 

keep a vey close eye on that. And of course there are all the wider 

export opportunities with the rest of the world with the new free 

trade deals we’re doing. But we have also been clear that there 

are changes that come with exiting the transition period and what 

we’re trying to do is support businesses as best we can to manage 

those. 
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AM: 50 per cent of the lorries that you’re talking about were 

empty. We know that too. And in terms of teething trouble, Mr 

Bowker, like many other businesses, is actually facing an 

existential challenge. Stay in Sheffield or move to the continent. 

And unless things change he’s going to have to move, and it’s not 

just smaller businesses like him. Peter Cowgill, who’s the chairman 

of JD Sports, a huge business, says: ‘when we had a free trade 

agreement – we were told we were going to get a free trade 

agreement, that is really not the case. If you source from the Far 

East and bring it into the UK and ship to stores in every country in 

Europe where tariffs apply, then your business needs to relocate 

and find a distribution centre in Europe.’ And if that doesn’t 

happen, then the employment is going to go from the UK. There 

are lots of businesses facing real practical, day to day problems 

right now. What are you going to do for them? 

DR: We’re already doing, as I said, a huge amount to support 

them with advice, with guidance, particularly into mediating things 

like customs declarations, and we’ve been clear all along that 

come the end of the transition period there would be changes, 

and we’ve put a significant amount of money into supporting 

those businesses. I think it’s also fair to say, for the sake of 

balance and context, there have also been lots of other businesses 

investing in the UK because they see the certainty that a free 

trade deal provides, and/or because they think that the UK is a 

great source for business because of its own merits. There are 

also the new opportunities for export that come with breaking 

down barriers to trade. For example, if you look at the Japanese 

free trade agreement that we’ve got and its extension into areas 

like digital and data, a really important area of comparative 

advantage for the UK. So yes, there’s some change, but we can 

manage the risks, grasp the opportunities, and I’m very confident 

overall. We can always take individual cases and I know they all 

matter, for the businesses and the employers, but overall we’re in 

an excellent position now to grasp the opportunities of a global 
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Britain out there, particularly investing in the areas of the Indo-

Pacific region, but also maintaining our key trading relations with 

Europe. 

AM: Well, let’s try and move away from individual businesses to 

the wider picture. And I don’t deny at all that there will new 

opportunities for all sorts of businesses going ahead, but the truth 

is that Boris Johnson promised a deal that you signed would – and 

I quote – ‘if anything, allow our companies and our exporters to 

do even more business with our European friends.’ And the truth 

is that because of all sorts of new paperwork, there are now 20-

page export health certificates for vets, there’s the 27-page catch 

certificate for exporting fish, there’s duties for goods of all kinds 

which don’t meet rules of origin requirements, and if that is going 

to make trading with business – with Europe harder and harder 

and harder, then the common sense conclusion is that people will 

do less of it. 

DR: Well, no. First of all, of course you’re right to say that the EU 

regulatory requirements, the red tape of the paperwork that they 

will apply to the UK, the same as they apply to other businesses 

from other countries around the world, if they ramp that up and 

they don’t take a sensible smart approach to that of course it will 

have an impact. It will also have an impact on them. I think if you 

take a 10-year view as well as looking at the short term risk, 

which it’s right to do, actually the growth opportunities of the 

future are going to come from emerging and developing 

economies around the world, in particular the Indo-Pacific, and 

having the freedom, the latitude to trade, bespoke Britain-friendly 

terms and conditions with those growth markets in the future is a 

huge opportunity, when it comes to jobs, when it comes to 

livelihoods, when it comes to startup and to scale up. So you’ve 

got to look at this in the round, but of course we will want to also 

manage those short term challenges, and reduce them, mitigate 

as far as we can the bureaucratic obstacles that the EU is 

imposing. 
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AM: So are you saying in effect we should stop thinking quite so 

much about Europe and think more about the Far East? 

DR: I wouldn’t put it quite in those terms, but it’s certainly right tp 

say we want to bank, if you like, the baseline of our European 

trade, it’s very important to us and also our neighbours. But if you 

look at the opportunities and the growth for the future for UK 

companies, bearing in mind the comparative advantage of our 

businesses, I think the growth markets and the growth economies 

are going to come from the Indo-Pacific region and actually if you 

look at what the EU says, they agree with that analysis, which is 

why it’s so important we’ve got the latitude to strike the best deals 

with those economies, which Liz Truss is already now doing, to 

really maximise the opportunities and that’s the long term 

sustainable approach. 

 

AM: Let me turn to one of the most important industries in terms 

of tax revenue coming in and Britain’s traditional strength which is 

the City. Now in the week just passed Amsterdam took over 

London’s leading role in terms of the centre for European equities 

being dealt with and there are lots of pieces of evidence now, 

again hard evidence of actual companies moving hundreds of 

people out of the City and onto the Continent of Europe.  And a 

certain sense that something may have been changing. This  may 

be a fulcrum moment for what has been one of Britain’s great 

industries and we may be beginning to see the City being eclipsed 

by the EU. And my point I suppose to  you is that really that given 

that the EU wants to take that business into its own territory we  

don’t have many levers to, as it were, use against them.  

DR: Well I certainly don’t accept the sort of binary zero sum sort 

of attrition with the EU ... What matters to the UK and to the City 

is the comparative advantage we have in the fundamentals. So for 

example you were citing Equities, but actually the boss of  

Barclays has been saying recently how the long term future of the 

UK and its leadership role is un paralled, unrivalled. And the 

crucial question for the EU, it may be able to, if you like, nick a bit 
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of business here or there from the City, but the problem is the 

measures that they will take to achieve that will undermine their 

own competitiveness. If I’m really – I think  to be really honest 

about it the challenge to London as the global financial centre 

around the  world will come from Tokyo, New York and other 

areas rather from those European hubs, particularly if they start to 

erect barriers to trade and investment. 

 

AM: Okay, one very simple straight forward question for you at 

the end, if  you were sitting in the Senate would you have voted 

to impeach Donald Trump, or not? 

DR: No I’m not going to get dragged into the politics. 

AM: Oh go on. 

DR: What I would say though we’ve always said we trust the US 

system of checks and balances to resolve all of those issues. My 

focus has been on working with the new administration. I spoke to 

Tony Blinken yesterday, we’re cooperating on a whole range of 

issues including the nuclear issue around Iran and many others, - 

and will continue to do so. 

 

ENDS   

 


