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AMBER RUDD, MP  

Work & Pensions Secretary 

 

AM: Now this week the Work and Pensions Secretary, Amber 

Rudd, said she now accepted a no deal Brexit should be part of 

the armoury of any future Prime Minister. That surprised some 

people as just a few months ago she defied the Tory Whip to try 

to rule out a no deal. An elegant pivot to reality or a screeching 

careerist u-turn? Amber Rudd is with me now, which is it, Amber 

Rudd? 

AR: I hope it’s the first, Andrew.  

AM: Am elegant pivot? 

AR: Yes. 

AM: Do you accept you’ve changed? 

AR: Yes. I accept I’ve changed but I accept the circumstances 

have changed as well. When I did that in March with a number of 

my colleagues we were trying to make sure that we had more 

time to look at alternative strategies.  So one of them was trying 

to make sure that we could look at whether we could get a 

compromise further, whether we could get the third version of the 

Withdrawal Agreement through, and many of us thought that 

would go through. Unfortunately it didn’t. And then we had the 

opportunity to work with Labour. We tried to make sure that we 

found a consensus there, but that didn’t work either. So I think 

the circumstance –  

AM: Running out of options because you then said – back then 

you said it would be disastrous, no deal, do you still feel that? 

AR: I still think that no deal would be bad for the economy, bad 

for security and bad for the Union. So one of the good things is 

that  both candidates feel that they are committed to trying to get 

a deal, but I have accepted that we now need to allow a no deal 

to be part of the leverage to make sure that people compromise 

more. That’s what I’m doing. I’m doing a bit of comprise, I would 
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hope that the EU will compromise and that the ERG will 

compromise too.   

 

AM: Well let’s look at the other things you said back at the same 

time. You said; “Is it another referendum preferable to no deal? 

Absolutely.” Do you still agree with that? 

AR: I don’t anymore, no, because I think that we’ve run out of 

looking at all those options. We’ve looked at indicative votes, 

we’ve had a number of votes on alternative ways of handling the 

expiring of Article 50 which now expires at the end of October, 

and I think that the best plan we’ve got now is one where we 

leave no deal as part of the leverage but also acknowledging that 

nobody wants that. And Boris Johnson I know has said it’s only 

one in a million chance. Jeremy Hunt has the clear plan.  

 

AM; But you also said, because you were very lucid about it. You 

said; “We are not leaving on the 31st of October with a deal. 

Parliament will block a no deal Brexit and there isn’t time to do a 

revised deal. My view is that a new Prime Minister should sit down 

with the new EU Commissioner on the 1st of November and 

negotiate a new deal for Britain.” Again, is that still your view? 

AR: I still think that parliament may well block a no deal Brexit. 

The numbers are potentially there to do it and we have to be 

aware of that. 

 

AM: And that there still isn’t time to do a revised deal? 

AR: Well I have been very impressed by Jeremy Hunt’s ability to 

set out a clear plan, to say how he’s going to do it, then if I may 

say so, all the time while being Foreign Secretary in a very busy 

time, he’s been running across the country, doing all these 

hustings and also being a very effective Foreign Secretary. So I’ve 

got a bit more confidence then I would have expected when I 

wrote that that he can actually do this. 
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AM: So you still think that a new Prime Minister could sit down on 

the 1st of November with the new Commissioner and negotiate a 

new deal? Because if you do think that you can’t serve in a Boris 

Johnson Cabinet. 

AR: Well, I’m not interested at the moment in talking about 

anybody’s cabinet except Jeremy Hunt’s. We’re still in the middle 

of the leadership race. Laura Kuenssberg announced just a few 

days ago that she expected that only half of the Tories had voted. 

So we think that they’re still breaking quite dramatically towards 

Jeremy, so I’m still out here fighting for Jeremy Hunt who I think 

would be the better Prime Minister. 

 

AM: That’s absolutely clear, but would you serve in a Boris 

Johnson Cabinet? 

AR: Well, as I say, I’m fighting for a Cabinet for Jeremy Hunt and 

while that is still the case I don’t think we should speculate on the 

alternative candidate. 

 

AM: You very, very famously said that Boris Johnson was the life 

and soul of the party but you wouldn’t want him to drive you 

home afterwards. Have you changed your view about him? 

AR: Andrew, I know you’re very keen for me to talk about Boris 

AM: I am. 

AR: But I am backing Jeremy Hunt, so I’m not going to indulge in 

all the chat about the alternative candidate when I’m still fighting 

for every vote for Jeremy. 

 

AM: The reason I’m asking about this is that some people looking 

at your change in position are saying this is pure careerism, you 

want to be in a Boris Johnson Cabinet, you’d like to have one of 

the senior offices of state in a Boris Johnson Cabinet, that is what 

all of this is about. Your colleague, Nick Boles said this, quoting – 

former colleague Nick Boles said this: 
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“AM: So she will let Boris Johnson drive her home after all, so long 

as it’s in a ministerial limo....” 

 

AR: I saw that, but I wonder if you saw the next tweet that Nick 

Boles also put up, which was reflecting on the work that I’ve been 

doing in the Work and Pensions Department. Good work, he was 

kind enough to say that I’ve been doing there, and that is what is 

driving me to make the point that there is an important job to be 

done here in my department.  

 

AM: He’s a generous spirited fellow and I want to come on the 

Work and Pensions Department, right now.   Is it still the case that 

you believe that a no deal Brexit would increase homelessness, 

the use of food banks and possibly even suicide in this country? 

AR: I haven’t been saying that. I maintain my position that a no 

deal Brexit is bad for this country and will be difficult to handle. 

And to be fair, even most Brexiteers say that at the very least it 

will have adverse consequences.   So I’m very clear that we need 

to be frank with the British people that no deal is not easy, it’ll be 

something that will challenge us, but if we have to do it, we have 

to have it there as a backstop, to use coin of phrase, by the end of 

October, but I’m no longer saying that I will like down in front of 

the bulldozers if it arrives.   

 

AM: The reason I’m asking there was a leaked document from 

your department went to The Times a little while ago and it said 

‘that civil servants needed to explore how we would deal with  a 

rise in homelessness and other potential impacts like a rise in 

suicide rates or an increase in food banks use.’ That is the advice 

going around in your department and I’m asking as the head of 

the department have you seen that and do you agree with it or 

not agree with it? 

AR: So there are two parts if I may say, to no deal that would 

impact on my department.  One of them is are we ready for it in 
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terms of making sure that we pay the pensions, we pay the 

benefits overseas as we would need to if there was  a no deal, 

and the answer to that is yes, we are ready for that. The second 

part, which is more difficult to assess, is would there be a loss of 

employment? Would we enter some sort of recession? And that is 

difficult to judge. But if we did then the Work and Pensions 

Department would have to be ready for that and there would be 

consequences.    

 

AM: You told MPs that you had a hardship fund being prepared. Is 

that ready? 

AR: We will be ready should we need it, but one of the things if 

we may say that I’m pleased with in Jeremy Hunt’s plan is that he  

is very frank about the difficulties that come with no deal Brexit 

and he has set out the plans and the money needed to be able  to 

ameliorate that. So for instance he said there’ll be £6 billion for 

farming and for fishing and in my constituency of Hastings that’s 

really important. 

 

AM: Can you give us some indication of how big the hardship fund 

is going to be? 

AR; No. At the moment we’re still looking at what might be 

needed.  

 

AM: And are you hiring more officials just in case it’s a rise in 

unemployment around –  

AR: We are preparing for it. We are making sure that should that 

happen, should there be a no deal Brexit and should there be an 

adverse consequence to the employment levels, the great 

employment levels that we’ve got in this country, then we’ll have 

to make sure that we do recruit more people in order to deal with 

it. 

 

AM: The freeze on benefit levels is supposed to be ending next 

Spring. If there is a no deal Brexit will that happen? 
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AR: I would expect that to happen whatever the situation, 

because it needs to happen and I’ve already had conservations 

with the Chancellor and I would expect to do so with any future 

government. It’s essential we take that freeze off.  

 

AM: Can you guarantee that it will end next year? 

AR: Well it’s not for me to guarantee, I’m not the Chancellor, but I 

will certainly guarantee that I’ll be making a very strong case for it 

whatever role I may or may not be playing. 

 

AM: Let’s look a little bit more at the whole issue of austerity and 

welfare. How much have the two candidates – you’ve mentioned 

Jeremy Hunt a lot today but also Boris Johnson, how much have 

they pledged in this huge new spending spree to reverse benefit 

cuts? 

AR: I haven’t seen any of that so I will –  

AM: Nothing? 

AR: Nothing, that’s absolutely right. I will be making –  

AM: So how do you feel about that? 

AR: I will be going back, if I’m in this role, but who knows, to 

make the case for how we need to support people in benefits. And 

the other case that I already started making, and I’ve made 

privately in conversations before the leadership race started to 

both of them, is that we need to do something about housing. The 

local housing allowance is the bit that I would like to focus on and 

currently I’ve been working with DTLG – MHCLG rather to look at  

a bid into the spending review to make sure that we do more 

about housing. 

 

AM: So what does this say to you about the priorities for 

leadership candidates, that you know they’re talking about tax 

cuts at the top, they’re talking about more money for the military, 

but not about the people who’ve had such a hard time over the 

last few years? 
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AR: Well I think tax cuts at the top is not the way to approach it. I 

would much rather see emphasis on making sure that for instance 

we raise the Living Wage, that we focus on, as Jeremy Hunt has 

said, making sure that people on the lower incomes keep more of 

their money. That’s where we should be focusing.  

 

AM: The IFS says I think 35 billion has come out of the welfare 

system since 2010, that’s a huge amount of money. Do you think 

it’s time to start to put some of that money back again? 

AR: Well some of it has already been put back and my 

predecessor managed to get 15 billion from the Treasury over 

three years to put back to make sure that we do raise it. And 

overall –  

AM: My figure was a net figure, so that’s still –  

AR: Okay. Overall the system is still more generous than the 

previous system it replaces by 2023.  

 

AM: What about the problem of people simply not getting their 

Universal Credit benefits when they’re looking for them? There’s 

been a real spike in food bank use in those places where UC has 

been rolled out as against those places where it hasn’t yet been 

rolled out, which suggests this so called 5 week or 6 week gap is 

really serious for lots of families. Would you make it a priority to 

bring that down? 

AR: I have acknowledged that the early roll-out of Universal Credit 

did in my view contribute to the rise in food banks, and part of 

that was because people weren’t able to access the money they 

were entitled to even within that period. So my own constituency 

only about 50 to 55% were getting it on time. But now it’s about 

86-87% so I’m much more content with it.  

 

AM: Well content, but nevertheless 1.6 million food parcels were 

handed out last year. A record number. Do you accept some 

responsibility for that? 
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AR: I have taken steps, as has previous Secretaries of State, to 

make sure that people can access money much earlier. So for 

instance, they can access quite a substantial loan on day one of 

the application. 

 

AM: So that’s what you’ve done. And do you accept any 

responsibility for it, is what I’m asking? 

AR: Well, I accept responsibility for everything in my department. 

 

AM: Let me turn to another big issue this morning, which is the 

treatment of Sir Kim Darroch, the Ambassador in Washington. 

What did you think when you watched Boris Johnson reply to 

Andrew Neil and others about his culpability for that resignation? 

AR: I thought  - I’ve known Sir Kim Darroch for a while. I worked 

with him as Home Secretary and we did work together, and has 

helped to keep this country safe. So I’m an enormous admirer of 

the work that Kim Darroch does – has done – and entirely of our 

civil service overall, our Foreign Office. And I was disappointed by 

Boris Johnson’s response to that. I think the correct response was 

to stand up for our ambassadors. And we discussed it at Cabinet 

last week and the prime minister was absolutely clear that he had 

our full support as a whole Cabinet.  

 

AM: So you would suspect the prime minister herself is also 

disappointed with Boris Johnson’s response? 

AR: It would be for her to comment on that. But she has been 

very clear that Sir Kim Darroch should be stood up for and she 

regretted his resignation.  

 

AM: Well, his career is now over, there. Who should appoint the 

new ambassador? 

AR: I don’t know the answer to that. I imagine the new prime 

minister will have their own views on it, and I hope that they’ll 

consider what is mostly in the interests of this country first.  
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AM: There’s been a big argument this morning about press 

freedom. I’m sure you think that it was wrong to leak those 

cables, but was the Mail On Sunday wrong to publish those 

cables? 

AR: No, I don’t think the Mail On Sunday was wrong to publish 

them. I know we have a very precious freedom of press legislation 

here. The press has had its difficulties with politicians, politicians 

have their difficulties with the press, and with the police. I was in 

fact Home Secretary when I worked with Karen Bradley as Culture 

Secretary, not to go ahead with Leveson 2, because we’d made 

the progress that we’d made. So I think we have the right 

balance.  

 

AM: There’s a big constitutional row here about the possibility of 

proroguing or effectively locking the gates on parliament in the 

event of a possible no deal. Sir John Major, the former prime 

minister, has said that he’s prepared to take the government to 

court to stop that happening. Would you be alongside him, would 

you support that? 

AR: Well, I respect John Major for what he says and I respected 

him for his views in the past as well. I think that proroguing 

parliament would be a mistake, and if I – 

 

AM: More than a mistake, surely. I mean, it would be a big 

constitutional moment. 

AR: Yes, sure. I mean, you use that phrase. I think it would be a 

mistake, and I think that it would be the wrong thing to do and I 

would always argue against it. 

 

AM: The Chancellor himself has talked about what sounds like a 

form of sit-in in the House of Commons to stop it. 

AR: Well, it’s a very strong indication of how MPs feel it’s the 

wrong thing to do. MPs, I think, across both parties at every level 

think it was the wrong thing to do and I would urge any prime 

minister to put that aside.  
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AM: Would you sit in with the Chancellor if there was an attempt 

to prorogue parliament, to stop parliament sitting? 

AR: I think I would use my own tactics to try and stop that 

happening, and I encourage anyone else to consider their own 

version as well. 

 

AM: You’ve had a career that’s gone in all sorts of directions, 

famously. Are you still on the up? 

AR: Oh, I don’t know. What I am, Andrew, is very committed to 

the job that I’ve got in hand, which I’m incredibly proud of, the 

people who work in my department and the work I’m doing to 

improve it.  

 

AM: Amber Rudd, thanks very much indeed for talking to us. 

(ends) 

                 

    

 

 


