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AM: Throughout the pandemic Yvette Cooper, as Chair of the 

Home Affairs Select Committee, has put the government under 

pressure over its borders policy. Many had expected her to join Sir 

Keir Starmer’s front bench after the disastrous local election 

results, but it wasn’t to be. She joins me now. Yvette Cooper, 

good morning. Do you think we should be going to each other’s 

houses tomorrow? 

YC: I think we’re in a very difficult position and we’re taking the 

government on trust on this at the moment. I think we shouldn’t 

be in this situation in the first place because this was not 

inevitable and they should have taken action on the Indian variant 

much earlier. They should have put it on the red list. But I think, 

in terms of the situation now, the priority needs to be the surge 

vaccinations, surge testing in those areas, and crucially, filling the 

gap in the test, trace and isolate system, which is that people still 

aren’t often self-isolating because too often too many people can’t 

afford to take ten days off work. So I think that should be the 

priority at the moment, with some close monitoring, but I’m 

worried like other people. 

 

AM: You may very well be right, but it’s not quite an answer to my 

question. I said you’re not on the front bench; that’s very good for 

us because you can say exactly what you think now. So in your 

guts do you think it’s right to go ahead with the great unlocking 

tomorrow morning? 

YC: I feel worried, but I also feel like we’ve got a lot of businesses 

that have all prepared for tomorrow. There’s been a lot of work 

done and the government is telling us that the vaccine is currently 

effective against this variant and that that is happening. And 
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therefore I think it is right at the moment to concentrate of 

increasing the vaccinations, increasing the testing, filling that gap 

to help people isolate, but monitoring this very, very closely. 

 

AM: Pretty much what the government is doing. You mentioned 

borders just now: let me give you a very general view of what 

people might think. This is a very open economy, an island 

economy, a world island, people coming in and out all of the time. 

It’s not actually realistic to close our borders. 

YC: Well, you’ve got to have a system that works and has proper 

safeguards in place. So of course we need to continue to trade, of 

course there will be travel as part of that. However, look at what 

other countries that have the same geography, geographic 

advantages to us have done: Singapore, Hong Kong, as well as 

places like New Zealand and Australia. The point is the 

government could have done this differently. They could have had 

much stronger testing and quarantine systems in place right from 

the very beginning. They’ve made these mistakes three times 

now. In the first wave we didn’t have restrictions in place at all. In 

March 10,000 additional cases came into the country at that point.  

 

AM: That’s the first wave, Yvette Cooper. Labour didn’t ask for 

more restrictions then. During the summer when so many people 

were coming in and out of the country, and we now know so 

many new variants were arriving in the country, Labour’s position, 

so far as I can tell, was exactly the same as the government’s 

position. And then in February the party was calling for absolutely 

mandatory isolation in hotels for people coming from anywhere in 

the country (sic). Hotel quarantine for all travellers, you said. But 

when it came to the crucial moment of the vote, that vote where 

the government was actually coming to the Labour Party and 

saying we need you to support our mandatory restrictions you put 

no pressure on them whatever. And if I’m looking at the Labour 

Party’s policy right now, the official policy, and look around all I 
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find is Sir Keir Starmer who says we need to be very careful. Is 

‘we need to be very careful’ the Labour Party’s policy? 

YC: So this is my view about what should have happened on the 

borders and what should now happen, because there are things 

that need to happen now still. First of all, we should have had 

proper testing, quarantine and stronger restrictions, and I was 

calling for that in March of last year. I think we should have been 

learning lessons. 

AM: (inaudible) 

YC: But I was, and I was doing so from very early on, because we 

should have been learning lessons from what was happening in 

Australia, New Zealand and other countries. 

 

AM: Do you think that the Labour Party made a mistake in not 

calling for those restrictions earlier? 

YC: So I think there was an awful lot of things happening. I think 

the Labour Party did start to call for stronger restrictions, but you 

know, you asked me for my views and I was certainly calling for 

those stronger restrictions to be in place. And I continued to also 

call for the system to be tightened, including on home quarantine, 

through the summer as well, and to have stronger testing in place. 

Well, look, it’s the government in the end that’s in charge of it. 

Look at what they’ve done on the India variant. This was not 

inevitable. They should have put India on the red list at the same 

time as Pakistan and Bangladesh. Since then we’ve had this three-

week period in which thousands of people have returned from 

India, and that probably includes hundreds of new variant covid 

cases, and that’s what’s been causing our problems. 

 

AM: That is.. the office of Matt Hancock. 

YC: Exactly, and that is a huge problem for us. 

AM: Let me just turn to what could happen now, what should 

happen now. You mentioned business travel earlier on. Is it your 

view that we should not be going on holiday, certainly this year, 

without being forced to quarantine in a hotel when we come back? 
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YC: I think the government needs to slow down its plans. So I 

don’t understand why they’re going ahead with lifting some of the 

international travel restrictions tomorrow. I think that they should 

be being much more cautious about that. The things they need to 

do - we want, as the vaccine rolls out and as it’s effective, if there 

are safeguards against new variants, of course we want to be able 

to move back to international travel. But at the moment there are 

some significant gaps, so the home quarantine system, for 

example, needs to be much stronger than it currently is. The 

system for surveillance, looking at what’s happening in different 

countries, needs to be much stronger than it actually is. We have 

no idea what assessments the government is making, not just of 

India or Pakistan, but of other countries as well. We need to 

publish those on a regular weekly basis so that we can see what is 

happening and so that much faster, tighter action can be taken.  

 

AM: I just need the Yvette Cooper view on holiday travel, because 

lots of people will be watching this programme and looking at new 

variants changing all around the world - it’s India today, it might 

be somewhere in Africa or the Far East tomorrow - it’s always 

moving around the world - is the future, candidly, for holidays, 

people flying abroad, that they should be in a hotel quarantining 

when they come back? 

YC: We don’t know where we’re going to be in six weeks’ time, so 

I think this has to be assessed on a month-by-month basis. But as 

we are now, I don’t think that this is possible, to be lifting the 

restrictions at a time when we’ve got so many new variants. But 

this does have to be continually monitored. 

 

AM: The trouble with that of course is that if people have to self-

isolate in a hotel for two weeks when they come back from holiday 

lots of poorer people simply won’t be able to afford it. Lots of 

people who are working won’t be able to go at all.  

YC: No, but have to, I think - home quarantine is the other option 

as well. So my view has always actually been that the South 
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Korean model is a more effective one, and that is a combination 

so it does include some hotel quarantine but it also includes home 

quarantine and a much stronger system of home quarantine that 

we have here. I think that’s actually a more flexible system as 

you’re going forward through the summer, that you can have a 

different mix of measures in place. But the point is to actually look 

at the data as it comes through and to take stronger 

precautionary approach. Most people want to be able to hug their 

relatives, they want to be able to go out, the kids stay in school, 

for them to go out to the pub. If the price of that is having 

stronger restrictions at our border, I think most people would say 

that is the right thing to do for this summer.  

 

AM: Would the Labour Party be able to hold onto a more northern 

seats if Andy Burnham was leader, as he said this morning? 

YC: But he’s also said that that’s not what his intention is right 

now. So we have got - we’ve undoubtedly got some challenges. 

We had some tough results, we also had some good results.  

AM: You had terrible results in the north, and my question is 

whether you need a new northern strategy. 

YC: So I think that we have to properly make sure we’re 

addressing the lessons from the 2019 election. We haven’t really 

addressed those scars yet. 

AM: Further de-Corbynisation? 

YC: Well, I think it’s a mix isn’t it? We had issues around our 

leadership in 2019. We also had issues around Brexit in 2019. 

AM: You have issues around the leadership right now don’t you? 

Can I ask you, your former leader, who you served, Tony Blair, 

said that the Labour Party needs ‘a period where it is going to 

deconstruct and reconstruct completely.’ Now, is it possible to do 

that under the current leadership? 

YC: So I think Keir’s going to be responding to that. I think that’s 

exactly what he will do. But the question is what do you? I think 

we have not yet set out what the post-Brexit positive Labour 

vision of Britain actually is. People in our Leave voting areas have 
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never heard what that post-Brexit vision is, have never heard a 

positive Labour vision of how we can build new partnerships post-

Brexit across the world, work with countries in a different way to 

raise standards rather than leaving them. 

AM: That’s Keir Starmer’s… 

YC: That’s what he’s going to have to do. And we also set out a 

post-covid vision which recognises that people who’ve got us 

through this process are often the lowest paid, least valued, and 

actually that has to change. I think we can set out our positive 

vision to do that  

 

AM: We’re running out of time. Why aren’t you on the front 

bench? Were you offered a job on the front bench? 

YC: I wasn’t, but that’s for Keir to decide. 

 

AM: Have you been told that you will be Shadow Chancellor before 

the election? 

YC: I haven’t, no. That’s - I think it’s for Keir to decide who he 

wants in his Shadow Cabinet or what kind of Shadow Cabinet he 

wants. 

 

AM: You’ve been very eloquent today, you’re on the backbenches 

at the moment. Would you like to be leader of the Labour Party 

one day? 

YC: I think we’ve got a leader of the Labour Party. He’s getting on 

with the job, and actually this is a challenge for the whole of the 

Labour Party to show we are a party not just of the cities, but of 

the whole country. 

 

AM: Very tactful, but not a no. Yvette Cooper, thank you very 

much indeed.  

(ends) 

 


