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AN: Victoria Atkins is the Minister in  the Home Office responsible 

for Crime, Safeguarding and Vulnerability and she is with me this 

morning. 

Do you think that the  Met Police should have found a way to 

allow the vigil on Clapham Common to happen legally and safely?  

VA: Well I think first of all if I may, this has been an unimaginable 

week for the family and friends of Sarah Everard and out of that 

terrible, terrible loss, we have seen women across the country 

sharing their experiences and so I am very much listening to those 

experiences and we know that yesterday people across the 

country wanted to pay their respects and to mark the concerns 

that so many women have raised. So for own part I took part in a 

virtual vigil, but I know throughout the day people were visiting 

the band stand and that part of the Common to try to pay their 

respects, and for the overwhelming majority of people it was a 

peaceful experience, but then we saw these incidents that are 

obviously in the media. 

 

AM: You’re be very familiar with the picture that has been shown 

absolutely everywhere. What did you think when you saw that? 

VA: I found it very upsetting of course and we know, as I say that 

the overwhelming majority of people who did go there had a 

peaceful experience.  

 

AM: Something went wrong though, didn’t it? 

VA: And this is precisely why the Home Secretary has asked the 

Commissioner for a report. 

AM: On this day of all days, at the end of this week of all weeks 

that’s an extraordinary image, is it not?  
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VA: It is incredibly upsetting and as I say this is why the Home 

Secretary has asked the Met Commissioner for a report, because 

the police operationally are independent. They have a very tough 

job to do but I think it’s right that they explain their actions both 

to a democratically elected politician but also to the wider public. 

 

AM: Do you think that the leadership of the Met is in question? 

VA: Well, if I may I think we ought to take this a step at a time. I 

think that it’s right that we ask for the report. Again, you know, 

the focus really of this weekend should be on Sarah Everard and 

her family, but it is right also that the police explain their actions. I 

was very pleased to see this morning that the Borough 

Commander sent out a message on social media about just how 

difficult last night was and how difficult the police find themselves 

in a situation this morning. I think they understand that. 

 

AM: I just wonder what you think yourself about the culture inside 

the Met. Because we had that ghastly event last year when two 

police officers were arrested for taking selfies with two dead 

women outside. Their mother said: “If we need an example of 

how toxic it has become these police officers felt so safe, so 

untouchable they felt they could take photographs of dead black 

girls and send them on.” Is there something really substantially 

wrong inside the Met Police’s culture? 

VA: I mean that was utterly abhorrent and in fairness the Met 

Commissioner, we discussed it with her at the time, she was as 

appalled as any right thinking person would be. But I think you 

know, when we look at policing as a whole, if we look at the 

measures that we’re introducing for example though the Domestic 

Abuse Bill to really really improve the reaction and the response 

that victims and survivors have, I think that there is good work 

going on in policing but I wouldn’t want us to lose sight  but we 

must, must look at what happened last night. 
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AM: Absolutely. One of the problems the police have is that they 

have been given responsibility for taking big decisions which 

would normally be political decisions because of the Covid 

regulations and they get confused, everybody gets confused 

because when the government’s Chief Scientific Adviser, Sir 

Patrick Vallance tells the Commons this week: “It is the case that 

it’s difficult to see how large gatherings on beaches and so forth 

can cause a  spike. The same is the case in a protest march in 

New York. They did not really see any spikes after that.” In other 

words it was Covid, relatively speaking, Covid safe. And the asked 

Chris Witty who’s the Chief Medical Officer if he agreed and Chris 

Witty said: “Yes, I absolutely agree with you.” So I mean people 

watching will wonder what was the real threat for Covid that made 

that happen on Clapham Common? 

VA: Well I think if we just take a step back we are still in the 

middle of this pandemic. I mean only yesterday 121 people lost 

their lives to this terrible virus and we’ve got around 8,000, 

possibly more people who are still in hospital with it. So we’re in 

this pandemic and these regulations will have been put in place by 

parliament many months ago to try to you know, ensure that 

we’re dealing with this pandemic and we’ve had to make some 

extraordinary sacrifices. If you think we’ve had to close schools 

down, we’ve even had to put rules about the number of people 

that it’s possible to attend a funeral, these are not rules that any 

right thinking democratically elected person wants to do except for 

being in this very difficult pandemic. So I appreciate these rules 

are very difficult but that’s why I was so pleased yesterday that 

the vigil organisers also organised an online vigil. So I mayself 

played my part in the virtual vigil and I hope that people across 

the country were able to do as well. 

 

AM: You say that the House of Commons passed all these 

regulations but without very much debate and many of your own 

MPs are really upset about that and feel that a big mistake was 

made. Not by Metropolitan Police just by itself, but also by the 
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politicians who are supposed to be in charge of them. Mark Harper 

who’s one of  your MPs said: “Many are rightly horrified by this 

evening’s scenes. There are serious questions for the Met Police 

Commissioner to answer, but those who supported Covid 

regulations governing these scenes without asking questions 

should reflect on the responsibility they have too.” That means 

Labour MPs but it means Conservative MPs and Conservative 

Ministers. 

VA: Look, you know, Mark is a friend as well as a colleague and 

there has been rightly there has been much debate about these 

regulations. You know we live in a democracy, it’s absolutely right 

that Mark is asking questions about this but we have all had to – 

AM: Do you think he’s right? 

VA: - we’ve always had to through this pandemic we’ve had to 

take these extraordinary steps in order to meet the challenge of 

the virus and we’re not the only country of course that has had to 

do this. When we look across Europe and elsewhere other 

countries have taken similarly very, very difficult steps to try to 

manage it.  But this is why the Prime Minister’s Roadmap, the 

very, very careful, methodical exit from these lockdown 

restrictions  is so important, because if we keep playing our part, 

keep doing what we can then we will see these restrictions being 

eased by the summer. But I do understand, I really do understand 

the emotions that are running high last night and this morning on 

this, because nobody wanted yesterday to be a story about 

policing and we all wanted it to be a moment where we reflect on 

the tragic case of Sarah Everard but also other women’s 

experiences as well.  

 

AM: So what does the Met Police have to say or do today, the Met 

Police Commissioner to keep her job? What do you want to hear? 

VA: Well, if you’ll forgive me I’m not going to trespass on the 

conversation at this stage between the Home Secretary and the 

Met Commissioner. She will be laying out her report, the Home 

Secretary will be considering it very carefully and we will see what 
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happens after that. But I do again want to make the point that we 

shouldn’t tar the whole policing family with these incidents. I’ve 

the pleasure of working with police officers, both as a Minister but 

also actually before when I used to prosecute criminals and I 

wouldn’t want people to think that that is  - that is the police 

response more generally to these very difficult issues.   

 

AM: I mentioned the right to protest at the beginning of the 

programme. We are living through extraordinary times and these 

are extraordinary measures.  Can you at least promise me that 

when the rest of the restrictions end in June then those extra 

powers that the government has taken and given to the police, 

those will also disappear? 

VA: Yes, those restrictions are – you know the restrictions that are 

related – that are in Covid legislation we’ve been very clear are 

the circumstances of the pandemic. 

AM: And will all go, they’ll all go? 

VA: Yes, I mean look, as far as that the wording of the regulations 

seem pretty clear to me, let’s put it that way, but we are – I know 

you’re interested in the Police  

AM: Bill. 

VA: Crime and Sentencing Courts Bill that’s coming before the 

House tomorrow. I do just want, if I may, to draw a very firm 

distinction between the peaceful vigil that yesterday was and was 

intended to be and some of the very, very disruptive protests that 

we’ve seen in the last few years where people have been gluing 

themselves to buildings and gates and so on and stopping 

members of the public from going about this business, that there 

is a real distinction here and the Bill tomorrow is very much 

looking at that latter category to just try to make sure that the Act 

is updated.  

AM: I’m interested in that Bill because some of it seems to give 

more powers to stop demonstrations in this country going 

forward. Clauses 54 to 56 and clause 60 would amend the Police 

Powers and Public Order Act 1986, so the police can impose 
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conditions on protests that are noisy enough to cause intimidation 

or whatever, or serious unease, and also have just an impact – a 

rather neutral word – on the community. That appears to be the 

government giving itself more powers to suppress protest. 

VA: No, I thank you for pointing out that the Public Order Act first 

came into law in 1986. I think we would all accept that the most 

disruptive protests, and as I say, a very, very different scenario 

from the sorts of things we were seeing yesterday, but those very, 

very disruptive protests are very different from what was  

anticipate by parliament in 1986.  

 

AM: But we have a right to protest in this country and protests do 

cause noise, that’s part of the point. They do have an impact, 

that’s why they happen. And it appears from this as if the 

government is going to take powers to stop protests it doesn’t like 

happening in a much wider way. 

VA: No, certainly not. We absolutely support and recognise the 

right to peaceful protest, an absolute right. I mean, if you think, 

we do have a proud history in this country of protesting, and 

indeed if one looks at some of the protests that unions organise, 

for example, they can be very, very powerful events but they don’t 

inhibit the day to day lives of people in the way that some of the 

protests we’ve seen in recent years have done. And I think it’s just 

trying to get that balance between allowing peaceful protest and 

allowing members of the public to go out and get on the bus to go 

to work, sort of thing. 

 

AM: I think it’s this use of the word noisy that worries people. I’m 

quite sure the original Chartists were quite noisy, I’m quite sure 

the Women’s Suffrage Union made a bit of noise from time to 

time. Do you accept that protests can, and in many cases, should 

be noisy? 

VA: When I’ve had the pleasure of going on women’s marches in 

the past, believe you me, we’ve been very noisy.  

AM: So why are you putting noisy into this thing? 
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VA: This legislation’s very much aimed, as I say, at those very 

disruptive protests, and again I hope as we’re debating this in 

parliament we will be able to maintain the distinction between 

those processions and marches that are very, very carefully 

organised, carefully organised by the organisers because they 

understand the impact on the wider community. But we want to 

ensure that when some people are being – prevented people from 

accessing – I think a hospital was one of the protests in recent 

years. That isn’t, I don’t think, a reasonable way in which to 

protest. Of course, you can have your protest, make your 

message, but can we try to do it in a way that is slightly more 

balanced and more – 

AM: I would reassure an awful lot of people if you simply took 

noise out of the Bill. The Bill also creates a very large controlled 

area around parliament where demonstrations can’t happen. Now, 

if you think back to the Stop the War demonstration against the 

Iraq War and many, many others lots and lots of protests have 

relied on marching past parliament, being heard by MPs inside the 

building and being seen on television to be there. If you put a 

great cordon sanitaire around parliament, that again inhibits our 

great tradition of peaceful but loud and impactful protest in this 

country. 

VA: And we’ve very much created these measures in hand with 

the House of Commons authorities because – I absolutely 

understand that point, of course I do – but there have been 

occasions where access to parliament has been made very difficult 

for people, Members of Parliament who are trying to get in to vote 

and so on. So the measures in the Bill refer to vehicular access to 

parliament. We’re trying to, as I say, maintain that balancing act 

within the Bill of ensuring that democracy can continue but people 

can also made their point in very peaceful protests. 

 

AM: Now, one thing that we know about the wider issue of 

violence against women is a huge problem of under-reporting, and 

making misogyny a hate crime would help that. Why doesn’t the 
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government just accept the amendments done in the House of 

Lords and the House of Commons at the moment and allow that 

to happen? 

VA: Well, the Bill that you’re talking to is the Domestic Abuse Bill 

which I had the great privilege of taking through the Commons, 

and we’ve done some huge work on that Bill as it is. Just in the 

Lords we’ve brought in measures to prohibit non-fatal 

strangulation, to prohibit threats to use revenge porn, which is 

very significant particularly for younger women nowadays. And 

also to extend coercive control behaviour. 

 

AM: What about misogyny perhaps? 

VA: These all have real impacts. On the issue of misogyny, the 

way in which hate crime is drafted at the moment it is very much 

focused on marginal or minority groups. So people – we want to 

protect people, you know, who are living with disabilities. We 

don’t want people to be abused because of their sexuality or 

ethnicity. And the way in which it’s framed is very on protecting 

minorities.  

 

AM: Clearly women are not a minority. Though they are – 

particularly at the moment they’ve been a very put upon or 

pushed upon group, a group who are vulnerable in particular 

ways, and this would allow more reporting and more 

understanding of that, and it doesn’t seem to be a problem for the 

police. Sue Fish, who is one chief police constable who introduced 

this herself in Nottinghamshire said it was one of the simplest 

tasks that she’d ever undertaken in policing and it led to women 

feeling more confident in reporting crimes against them. So again, 

why not just accept the amendment? 

VA: Well, the reason I was talking about the framework of the 

hate crime legislation is because exactly that point, that half the 

population obviously is not a minority, and so because of the 

complexities of this we have asked the Law Commission to look at 

hate crime more generally, and they are looking at misogyny, for 
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example. The reason we’ve had to do this is because – I totally 

understand the passion, the emotion and just the anger also that 

people are feeling, particularly at the moment, but if we’re going 

to make laws, we’re going to change laws, we’ve got to do so in a 

way that will stand the test of time and that will withstand 

scrutiny, and so that we understand the consequences of such a 

big change. So that’s why we’ve asked the Law Commission to 

look at this. It’s going to take time and you know, they’ve been 

working for some months now, so this isn’t a sort of short term 

piece of work, but we very much are looking to them to help us 

with that, and then we can go forward with that work. 

 

AM: Only four full time Cabinet Ministers are the moment are 

women. Do you think the Cabinet needs more women in senior 

positions to actually deal with issues like this? 

VA: I think the prime minister is very committed to ensuring that 

his government represents society and I have the pleasure of 

serving in his government, and I think if we look at the 

government as a whole we have a 50-50 split in terms of junior 

ministers. But I think, you know, what I am very mindful of as a 

junior minister in this government is that I’m listened to and I 

have the privilege of working on, I think, one of the most 

important briefs in government. And that’s not because I’m 

female, it’s because the prime minister has appointed me, and so I 

think, you know, we are very aware of the need for government, 

and indeed for parliament, to represent the society – reflect the 

society we represent, and I very much believe that we are getting 

there. 

 

AM: Victoria Atkins, thanks very much indeed for coming in and 

talking to us. 

(ends) 

 

 


