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AM: The Shadow Health Secretary Jonathan Ashworth joins me 

now from Leicester. Mr Ashworth, welcome this morning. Can I 

ask you first of all one thing that’s fairly clear from the prime 

minister is what his strategy is for unlocking. Schools first, and 

then non-essential retail and then after that bit by bit hospitality. 

Now, is that in your view broadly speaking the right kind of 

approach? 

JA: Yes. That is a reasonable direction of travel. I don’t think 

anybody is expecting lockdown to end in one day, in one snap. 

But we have to be driven by the data, not just dates, so we have 

to really slam the R number right down. It’s great that it’s now 

below one, but we have to push hospitalisations down as well. 

And we’ve got to also put in place the fundamentals of covid 

control as we release from lockdown. We’re still not paying people 

decent sick pay to isolate themselves. We should be looking at 

higher grade masks on public transport and it shops, like Germany 

and Austria and France are now recommending. We should be 

investing in ventilation and air filtration systems for public 

buildings, and the contact tracing system, the national contract 

tracing should be handed to NHS England and the local contact 

tracing should be handed to local public health directors. But 

gradually easing is the right approach, because, as I say, nobody 

expects this to end in one day and we do have some way to go 

yet. 

 

AM: Interesting that like Adam Price you focus on self-isolating. 

But can I also ask you about – you mentioned the number of 

hospitalisations and I just wonder at what sort of level you think it 

would then be right to start to unlock. Because, to give some 
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context, the first time that Boris Johnson talked about an 

unlocking back in May hospitalisations were running at around just 

under a thousand a week at the time, and they’re now double 

that, two thousand. So what sort of level of hospitalisations would 

you think was fair to start the unlocking, particularly for schools? 

JA: It’s a really good point because we’re five weeks into this 

lockdown, and this lockdown has to be the final lockdown by the 

way. The strategic aim is to do everything we can now so we don’t 

have to go back into a lockdown. So you know, we’ve got to be 

cautious. Now, you’re right, yesterday’s figures, the hospitals were 

around 1700, so you’re absolutely right. Back in June I think 

hospitalisations were around 450. So we still need to push those 

hospitalisations right down. But Professor Neil Ferguson on Friday 

in an interview was suggesting that the infection rates, are halving 

roughly every 17 days, so things do appear to be heading in the 

right direction, but what we’ve got to do is lock down with caution 

so we can continue with the infection rates low. And you won’t do 

that, I’m afraid, unless you put in place these other containment 

measures like decent sick pay, higher grade mask wearing, 

ventilation systems in buildings. If you don’t do that the worry is 

that the virus will continue to circulate, mutate further, because 

part of the problem we’ve got is that we know the virus is a 

moving target now. It mutates when it’s given an opportunity to 

mutate, and we don’t want to grow a new mutation which can 

evade the vaccine response and set us back to square one. So we 

have to be cautious at every step. 

 

AM: Can I ask you about something else which absolutely 

staggered me this week, which is that of all the people who have 

died of covid-19 in this country 60 per cent were disabled, and for 

the most seriously disabled people the risk of death is three times 

higher than the rest of the population. Have we missed something 

in this country? 

JA: It is staggering, and people have been warning about the 

impact of the virus on those with disabilities, particularly those 
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with learning disabilities who all the data shows are especially 

vulnerable to this horrific virus. And I think some of this does 

come back to what support and protections have been put in place 

in adult social care. The social care debate, frustratingly, gets 

focused on just the elderly, one part of it, but increasing numbers 

of adults with disabilities are in receipt of social care and they 

haven’t been protected in the way that they should have been in 

this crisis. So I think you’re right to raise that. 

 

AM: Do you think, along with Mencap, that people with moderate 

to mild learning disabilities should be moved up the order of 

people for vaccinations, because they’re quite far down, they’re 

right at the bottom of the list now and yet they are more 

vulnerable than the rest of the population? Mencap says that there 

should be a change in policy to help them, do you agree with 

that? 

JA: Well, I think the NHS actually put out some guidance on 

Friday. I don’t know if the guidance has reassured Mencap, but a 

number of people will be in the next sector will start getting 

invitations, so the arrangements will  be made for a number of 

people to receive their vaccination. I don’t know if Mencap were 

happy with that guidance, I’ll have to go back and look at it. I 

understand that doctors were given a degree of flexibility to 

ensure that those with different conditions and disabilities would 

get their vaccinations quickly. 

 

AM: One short question if I may. Given what you know now and 

looking forward, do you think schools should reopen on March 8th? 

JA: Well, schools have been open for key workers, of course. I 

think we have to get our children back into school, but we need to 

put in place measures to keep schools open. So that brings me 

back to the points I was making earlier around mask wearing and 

– 

AM: Is that reasonable aspiration? 
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JA: Well, if Professor Ferguson says the infection rates a halving 

every 17 days that does seem a reasonable aspiration. But you 

need to put in place the measure to mitigate against the virus 

taking off again, which is about isolation support, ventilation, 

mask wearing, and we really need to come forward with a plan on 

that front.  

 

AM: Jonathan Ashworth, thanks very much indeed for talking to 

us. 

(ends) 

 


