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AM: Welcome, David Lammy. You saw those terrible scenes in 

central London and elsewhere yesterday. Do you support fast 

track prosecutions for people in these circumstances? 

DL: Well, the scenes were ugly and very, very threatening. And 

the scene involving urinating at PC Palmer’s memorial was utterly, 

utterly despicable and must have hurt his family greatly. Fast 

track, yes, absolutely. Of course we want speedy justice. But I 

would say we have a massive backlog currently in our justice 

system because of coronavirus and of course the viruses in prison. 

So how the government is going to do that we’ll certainly 

scrutinise. 

 

AM: There’s a separate proposal for prison sentences for people 

who desecrate war memorials. Do you support that as well? 

DL: Well, it’s already the case that you can get up to ten years for 

criminal damage under the existing legislation. Whether we need a 

specific piece of legislation for memorials, of course we’ll look at. 

But you can already get ten years in prison for criminal damage. 

 

AM: All week we’ve been talking about statues being pulled down. 

Now, an awful lot of people would say if it’s somebody who’s 

basically known as a slave trader, fine, let them go down, but 

when it comes to someone like Winston Churchill, a much more 

heroic figure and very much beloved by people in this country, do 

you understand why so many people are angry when his statue is 

attacked? 

DL: Well, his statue should never have been attacked, and the 

idiots that did it deflect from the central message of Black Lives 
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Matter. But is anyone seriously calling for Winston Churchill’s 

statue to come down? I mean, I hope not. I mean, clearly Winston 

Churchill stood in parliament prior to the war – he was one of the 

only MPs speaking out against appeasement. He then, after 

Chamberlain resigned, became leader and led a coalition 

government that defeated fascism. And for all of those reasons 

he’s hugely respected. So I wouldn’t support the statue coming 

down. But I recognise, of course there’s a debate about what did 

in Bengal with the famine, what he did in the Tonypandy riots. 

And I did a documentary for Channel 4 just a few months ago 

where I looked at his attitude to Africans that had contributed to 

the First World War, and he was found wanting. Many great 

figures in history are also flawed and we ought to be able to have 

that debate as well. 

 

AM: But as I was saying earlier on, a statue can’t have nuance and 

subtlety about it, it is just what it is. Do you think overall the 

debate about statues has been central to the debate about race in 

this country or a distraction? 

DL: Look, Boris Johnson sent out eight tweets, I think it was, on 

Friday on Winston Churchill and statues. He’s never tweeted eight 

times in a day on coronavirus, he’s never tweeted eight times in a 

day on the Windrush review and what he’s going to do about it, 

on the review that David Cameron asked me to do on 

disproportionality in the criminal justice system and what he’s 

going to do about it. So this feels to me like a bit of a deflection. 

Let’s get to the action. Let’s have some substance. Let’s do 

something about these historic injustices that still exist in our 

country. Let’s respond to Black Lives Matter properly, call in the 

protesters, pass the legislation if it’s needed. Act now. And actually 

there’s no need for protest and we can go on with dealing with the 

coronavirus, which must be the central aim. 

 

AM: There was quite a sharp exchange this week in the House of 

Commons between Home Secretary Priti Patel and a group of 
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black and Asian Labour MPs, who objected to her using her own 

experiences as a young girl of racism, in the House of Commons, 

and they said that was deflecting attention from the experience of 

other black and Asian people in this country and it shouldn’t have 

happened. Do you support them? 

DL: Well, I was in Commons at the time and I thought Florence 

Eshaloni, the MP for Vauxhall, gave a very, very emotional 

question where she evoked her three year old son and wanting to 

see injustice solved. And Priti Patel’s response was insensitive. But 

I have to say I’m not into a facile debate about who’s experienced 

more racism. That’s not the point. 

 

AM: I was going to say, a lot of people watching this programme 

might say, you know, it is her own experience, it was her own life 

as a younger woman and as a girl and she had every right to use 

that. You didn’t sign that letter, I noticed. I wondered why not. 

DL: Well, Priti and I are in a similar age group so I can well 

understand when she said that she was called Paki, which was a 

horrible term which was very commonplace, how that would have 

felt at the time. But as I say, let’s deal with the substance. We still 

only have in this country one per cent of police officers that are 

black. One per cent of judges that are black. 51 per cent of our 

young offenders in institutions are from black, Asian or minority 

ethnic background, languishing in those young offenders prisons. 

So those are the serious issues that people want the government 

to deal with, not statues, not Priti Patel. Deal with the problems. 

 

AM: Nevertheless, this letter has caused a big row, and I just 

wonder were you asked to sign it and did you refuse? 

DL: Front benchers don’t sign a round Robin letter so I would 

never have. 

 

AM: Some front benchers did sign it in fact. 

DL: I’m not aware that anyone in the Shadow.. 

AM: … signed it for instance. 
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DL: Well, I wasn’t aware of that. But I mean, I don’t think it 

particularly adds to the debate.  

 

AM: Alright, let me read you something from the leaked Public 

Health England report on BAME people and covid-19, which was 

revealed to the BBC this week. It says: ‘for many BAME 

communities, lack of trust of NHS services and healthcare 

treatment resulted in their reluctance to seek care on a timely 

basis and late presentation with disease.’ And that reminded me a 

little bit about what you said about black people and the criminal 

justice system. How did you react when you read that report? 

DL: Well, it’s horrifying. At the moment across this country it’s 

hard to be black or Asian and not know someone or someone who 

knows someone who’s died. I’ve lost an uncle. I’ve lost a 

classmate who died at 45 due to this terrible virus. But the point is 

it’s a scandal if one week Boris Johnson and Matt Hancock say 

black lives matter and then we find out today that they buried part 

of the review that had the recommendations in it to do something 

about it. Where are the work assessments for black and ethnic 

minorities, particularly at the frontline in public services? 

 

AM: It’s going to be published this week. 

DL: Well, get on with it. Because people are dying every day and 

you said black lives matter. It’s no wonder why people are upset, 

because this is a very, very serious business. The statistics are 

grim. Again, you’re in government, do something about it, save 

lives. 

 

AM: Alright. Picking up on a story, the front page story of the 

Sunday Times this morning. Does the Labour Party support people 

being able to change their gender without medical identification, 

without medical checks? 

DL: Well, I mean, the legislation was passed a few years ago – 

and actually I was part of that legislation. There’s now, I think, a 

change of view, that people ought to be able to self-identify and 
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not be medicalised. We would have to look at the legislation when 

it comes forward in detail, obviously. I mean, it looks like we’re 

some way off that. 

 

AM: Here is a really big issue the government has to decide quite 

soon. Do they change the two metre rule and come back to one 

metre in order to save possibly tens of thousands of jobs, maybe 

hundreds of thousands of jobs while adding some extra risk on 

covid-19 or not? Which side are you on? 

DL: Well, I don’t think it’s binary. I think the first thing is, Andrew, 

science. What does the science say? Follow the science. The 

second thing is be frank and honest with the public on balancing 

risk as you make that determination. And I think the government’s 

been slow, slow on testing, slow on lockdown, slow on PPE, and I 

suspect they’ll be slow again on this. 

 

AM: Okay. But nonetheless, this is in the end a political call. 

Because on the one hand the science says yes, there is an extra 

risk in going from two metres to one metre – though many other 

countries are doing the same thing. On the other hand the science 

also tells us that if there is a really, really grim recession, with 

millions and millions of people losing their jobs, there’ll be 

suicides, there’ll be early deaths and so on from that as well. So it 

is a genuinely hard choice, which this government has to make 

pretty soon, and I’m just wondering what Labour would do. 

DL: Well, Andrew, they’ve said they’re having a review. I don’t 

know the science. I think we will want to see the science. We will 

support the government on relaxing the rules, of course, as long 

as it’s the right time to do it. None of us want to be in this state of 

lockdown and paralysis forever, and indeed our economy at some 

point has to open up again. All of us recognise that.  

 

AM: It’s a slightly easy thing to say we’ll wait for the review or see 

what happens. Labour seem to be doing this more and more at 

the moment. Waiting to see, acting like commentators almost. 



6 
DAVID LAMMY 

DL: Andrew, it’s not commentators. We’re saying risk assessments 

at work, we’re saying give local authorities the power to do 

something, we’re saying where’s the tracing ap? We’re saying 

50,000 people tracing we need. Those are tangible things that we 

could be getting on with, that’s not speculation. That’s actually 

doing. And again the government’s dithering. They’re delaying. 

We’ve got inaction. We’ve got reviews. And yet again today we’re 

hearing that Boris Johnson’s going to take charge. We’ve been 

hearing that for weeks.  

 

AM: David Lammy, as ever, a really good conversation. Thanks 

very much for coming in. 

(ends) 

 


