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AM: I’m joined by the Environment Secretary George Eustice. Mr 

Eustice, you advised David Cameron in the old days, you’ve been 

a member of the government, and you worked for a lobbying 

company, Portland, while you were out of government. So you see 

it from both sides. Can I ask you something very specific: do you 

think that what David Cameron has done is acceptable? 

GE: Well, look, I think the key thing is he’s not broken any of the 

rules - 

AM: That’s not what I’m asking. Do you think it was acceptable? 

GE: Well, it is acceptable because people have worked within the 

rules. But I think the point I would make is ministers as they leave 

office, including prime ministers, aren’t allowed to take any such 

paid roles for a period of two years. These are rules that David 

Cameron himself brought in. You know, he left office some five 

years ago, and you can begrudge people taking - going on to do 

another a career. The question is whether - 

AM: Is that other career. Let’s just remind ourselves that he texted 

twice to the serving Chancellor of the Exchequer - this is the 

former prime minister texts privately the Chancellor of the 

Exchequer to see if he can get extra money out of the government 

for a company that is paying him a lot of money and in which he’s 

got shares. That’s Greensill. And he organises separately a private 

drink with the Health Secretary, again pushing the interests of that 

company. I suggest to you that this to a lot of people appears to 

be a very undue amount of influence from a former prime minister 

on behalf of a company which has now gone bust and, to quote 

one of my colleagues, it doesn’t pass the smell test, or the sniff 

test. 
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GE: Well, look, he himself’s conceded that he probably, with 

hindsight, should have written in a more formal way in a letter 

through the private office. But the real question here is what did 

the Chancellor do when he was contacted? Well, he flagged the 

conversation with his officials, he asked them to look at it. The 

answer came back that, no, nothing could be done, the company 

didn’t fit the criteria. The company was told we’re not going to 

help you, and it went bust. So on the face of it nothing really 

changed. 

 

AM: Greensill did get public money, and Greensill was heavily 

involved in aspects of the NHS payments system. Nonetheless, are 

you really saying as a government minister you look at this and 

you think it’s completely fine? 

GE: Well, I think always, Andrew, on these things the issue is less 

about who someone might have spoken to, the issue always is 

how did a minister act after that conversation. And I think it’s very 

clear here to me, from what I can see, that the Chancellor has not 

acted at all improperly. He flagged it, he looked at it, and then 

nothing was done on that case. 

 

AM: There are plenty of your colleagues who disagree with you. 

Bernard Jenkins, a senior Conservative backbencher with a lot of 

experience in the party, he said this today, he says: ‘this should 

matter to Boris Johnson. He doesn’t need to pretend to be a saint,’ 

that’s lucky, ‘but his red wall voters who gave him his majority will 

dismiss him unless he can show that he is more open, more 

transparent and very different from the out of touch elite he 

defeated in the 2016 referendum and ousted from government.’ 

GE: Yes, well, look, it absolutely does matter to the prime 

minister, which is why he set up a review.  

AM: But not to you, you don’t think there’s a big problem? 

GE: No, what I’m saying is there may be a problem, which is why 

we’ve set up a review, so Nigel Boardman is going to look at this 

as a non-executive director on the Cabinet Office.  
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AM: Rachel Reeves says he’s very close to the Conservative Party, 

very close to government, this is not an independent inquiry. 

GE: Well, Andrew, Rachel Reeves is a Labour politician, she’s 

going to say that isn’t she? But the key thing is he’s an 

experienced lawyer, he’s a non-executive director of the Cabinet 

Office, he will do a thorough job of getting to the bottom of this 

and understanding everything around the Greensill issue. We need 

to let that review take its course, and then we can make a 

judgement about whether there needs to be any change. There’s 

also a number of parliamentary committees that are looking at it. 

But I think it’s, on the face of it, basically David Cameron, albeit 

that he approached to the Chancellor - 

AM: Trying to twist arms in government. 

GE: But he didn’t get anything for it and the company went bust. 

So I think we have to recognise this. 

 

AM: We only know about this thanks to investigative journalists on 

the Financial Times and the Sunday Times, not because the 

government’s been transparent or open.  

GE: Well, actually the Chancellor was transparent and open and 

actually - 

AM: Once the story came out. 

GE: No, no at the time. He declared this with his officials at the 

time. So that’s how it’s… 

AM: Alright, when was the last time that David Cameron contacted 

you? 

GE: Probably a few months ago. I think he’d heard me on the 

Farming Today programme - 

AM: He wasn’t talking about Greensill? Has he ever contacted you 

about - 

GE: He’s never contacted me about Greensill. I think he knows 

government well enough to know that Defra doesn’t have any role 

on these subject matters. 
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AM: Do you think that David Cameron should have had to have 

registered as a lobbyist? 

GE: I think there’s a question here which is what happens when 

ministers leave office. And so you’ve got the rules that he himself 

put in place that restrict what they can do for a period of two 

years. And then there’s a register of public affairs companies that’s 

also been established and that David Cameron strengthened the 

role for.  

 

AM: So just to explain a bit, the problem is that that register only 

captures professional consultants. So if I go and work for a bank 

or another company and I lobby government, or David Cameron 

lobbies government on behalf of Greensill, they’re not in the 

register. And that seems to a lot of people quite crackers. 

GE: Well, it may be something that is looked at as a result of all 

this, and I said there’s a number of parliamentary committees that 

are exploring it. 

AM: Do you think it should be looked at? 

GE: Well, I think the difficulty comes when, what if a minister, you  

know, they leave office, for two years they don’t do anything at 

all, but maybe then they take a position as a director or in another 

company, principally they may not be doing any lobbying at all, 

but what if they then have a conversation with somebody? The 

right thing in such a situation is that the minister should declare 

that that conversation’s happened, they should be transparent ab 

out it internally and that’s what they did. 

 

AM: This is a perhaps surprisingly robust defence of lobbying from 

a government minister. The organisation, the charity, 

Transparency International, in 2014 looked into the register we’ve 

been talking about and it found that less than four per cent of 

lobbyists are covered by that register. So a simple man says 96 

per cent weren’t. Surely that’s not acceptable? 

GE: Well, as I said, this may be something that’s looked at, but at 

the moment we’ve got these various reviews that are ongoing, 
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including the government one, including Simon Case looking at the 

issue … 

AM: This is ongoing review, come on? 

GE: Well, it’s not. There’s an ongoing review that’s just been set 

up, but once that’s concluded and once all those parliamentary 

committees that are now looking at this are concluded, I’m sure 

some of them will make policy recommendations, and of course 

the government will look at that. I’m not saying that things are 

going to be tweaked or improved, but I am saying there was a 

change debate 10 years ago, and that fundamentally the question 

should be really less about who spoke to whom, the question’s 

much more how did minsters act after those conversations? And 

on that, as far as I can see, the answer is that Rishi Sunak didn’t 

do any special favours for Greensill or David Cameron. 

 

AM: Who spoke to whom is always important, always interesting. 

Do you think the public should have a right to know who is 

lobbying ministers about what and when? 

GE: Well, what we already have is a situation where all meetings 

that ministers have are publicly disclosed, and so those are  - 

AM: Are they indeed? Because I mentioned already the meeting 

between Lex Greensill, the former Prime Minister David Cameron 

and Matt Hancock, that famous private drink. Now, that should 

have been disclosed. Matt Hancock said that government business 

was discussed at that meeting, that’s why he told officials about it. 

But if you look at the register, the register that we’ve been talking 

about - I’ve gone through it, I’ve got it here - on all those dates 

there is absolutely no mention of Matt Hancock meeting Lex 

Greensill. There’s lots of other people. There’s the Royal College of 

Nurses and Ian Birrell, and the Mayor of the West Midlands and 

Uncle Tom Cobley and all, but not the Greensill meeting. That 

shows that the system is not working, surely? 

GE: Well, I think what it shows is Matt Hancock after that meeting, 

a private drink that he had, because as you say - 

AM: Discussing public business and is not publicly declared. 
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GE: But it was declared to his officials at the time.  

AM: But not to the rest of us, not to us. 

GE: But it was – I suppose it wasn’t declared because there were 

other things potentially supposed discussed, but because it was 

discussed he declared it with his officials. So I think he was very 

transparent about that. 

 

AM: I’m sorry but the system says that the relatively poor system 

we have at the moment at least says that when there is a meeting 

of this kind and government business is discussed it must be 

declared publicly and this one wasn’t. And I come back to the 

point, this was uncovered by journalists working for two 

newspapers and without them we would know nothing about this t 

all. The system is not transparent. 

GE: Well I mean some of the issues that have come out have 

come out because things have been declared. So some of the 

meetings that Matt Hancock had he declared and people are now 

seeking to make issue about that. 

 

AM: Not about this. Not about this. 

GE: No, but look, I mean this why the Prime Minister said 

although there are questions that have been asked let’s get to the 

bottom of these properly, let’s have a review. And so we do now 

have a review that’s going to ask all of these questions. All Cabinet 

Ministers will be asked about contacts they had with Rex Greensill 

and there will be a thorough inquiry into this. And then at the end 

of that inquiry we can make a judgement about whether there 

needs to be some changes to some of these provisions. 

AM: Isn’t the truth that you don’t really think the public has a right 

to know? You wrote  a piece in PR Week in 2011 in which  you 

said: “I oppose the idea, muted in some quarters, that politicians 

should disclose every meeting. Ministers actually exercise 

judgment based on evidence and become adept at filtering out 

vested interest lobbying.” You’re not in favour of those meetings 

being publicly known. 
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GE: Well I think it gets – my point would be that it can get quite 

complicated and my argument all along, including in that article, 

was that fundamentally  what matters is  how ministers react, not 

who they talk to. So they will talk – they’ll have constituents that 

come to them that sometimes raise issues t hat are relevant to a 

particular department. I get  activists from Extinction Rebellion 

and Green lobby groups coming to me. I get farmers, I get 

businesses offering ideas and suggestions. What matters if not 

who I’ve spoken to but whether I’m unduly influenced or when I’m 

not. 

 

AM: I’m sorry to jump in, but basically  you’re saying let us 

regulate ourselves. Trust Ministers. We are above and beyond 

suspicion. And frankly out there the public doesn’t agree. 

GE: Well, what I’m saying is that we’ve  already got some quite 

robust systems in place and the principle one is the Ministerial 

Code. It is about how Ministers conduct themselves based on the 

people they’ve talked to. So we should be worried less about how 

they’ve talked to, worried much more about are they unduly 

influenced by individuals. And that’s why you know they declare 

meetings ahead, that’s why they declare financial interests, it’s 

why they declare any other potential interests of family members 

and that does happen and we all do that. 

 

AM: The former Prime Minister, David Cameron, is a big beast in 

London and in the Conservative Party.   When he gets in touch 

with current Ministers or when he gets in touch above all with 

officials, some of whom he’s been at school with – it’s not an 

ordinary meeting between two people at the same level.  This is 

an intervention which can have real effect and give the company 

that he is working for an advantage over lots of other companies 

who haven’t employed the former Prime Minister, and that’s, to 

many people why it’s a system that doesn’t work and should be 

reformed. 
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GE: Well, look, this is why the Prime Minister set up the review to 

look at this and why a number of Parliamentary Committees are 

looking at it. I mean I would say I think what most former Prime 

Ministers find is that the tide goes out on their power quite quickly 

and they probably you know, move from a position where 

everybody hangs on every word to not necessarily  

AM: To make their money while they can.  

GE: Well no, it’s not so much that. I think it’s just a question –  

there’s a point you can exaggerate this and the real question is 

how current incumbents as Ministers in government  conduct 

themselves and I don’t think there’s any particular issue with the 

way either Rishi Sunak or Matt Hancock have done. 

 

AM: Let’s turn to Coronavirus. Why is India not on the Red List? 

GE: Well these things are kept under regular review and I know 

there are some concerns about the variant that is in India at the 

moment, but at the moment the judgement is that the current 

provision we have in place, which bear in mind do require 

quarantine anyway for all countries, do require a freedom pass –  

AM: But this variant is moving around the country already. We 

heard that from Susan Hopkins and to many people just allowing 

people in from India while this is happening is reckless or at any 

rate dilatory.  

GE: Well,  we’re allowing people in from India provided they’ve 

had a pre-departure test. Provided they then quarantine, you 

know, albeit it not in a hotel or a designated facility but quarantine 

at home and then have a test at two and  eight days. So there are 

quite a lot of robust tests and checks for everybody coming into 

the country. But look we keep this under regular review and so we 

take the advice of scientific experts on this. If the advice is we 

should change that and move to the red list we will. 

 

AM: Are we on track now for all hospitality opening on the 17th of 

May and is that dependent on them accepting vaccine passports? 
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GE: Well you know, it’s too early to say but I think we are on track 

in the same that we are on track with the roll out of the 

vaccination programme. We’ve now vaccinated everybody over 

the age of 50 and this week they’re offering vaccinations as well 

to those under the age of 50, starting with the 45 to 49 year olds. 

So that bits on track. But we are being a bit cautious here. So 

although we’ve now got 60% of the adult population vaccinated 

we do just have to keep a close eye on these variants of concern 

and also see what the impacts are of the easements we’ve just 

made before moving to the next stage. 

 

ENDS 

 


