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AM: Now there’s been a shift from Labour this week as the party 

demands a national circuit breaker, to stop the spread of 

Coronavirus. I’m joined by Rachel Reeves, the Shadow Cabinet 

Office Minister.  

Let’s get rid of the jargon. A circuit breaker means that the Labour 

Party wants us all to stay in our homes and not leave for two 

weeks? 

RR: A two or three week period. This is what has been 

recommended by SAGE and Labour are backing those calls, for a 

two or three week period of time. 

 

AM: So it’s more than two weeks? 

RR: A two or three week of period is  what SAGE are 

recommending and that’s what Labour are supporting, because we 

do want to follow the science, we do want to get a grip of this 

virus. We want to protect our NHS and use that period of time to 

fix the shambolic test and trace system that the government 

haven’t sorted out yet. 

 

AM: But that means it’s a national system. If I am running a surf 

cafe in Penzance and there’s almost no Coronavirus around me 

and I’m in a small market town somewhere in England with very, 

very low incidents of rate, I have to lock down. I have to lose my 

business for three weeks because of what’s going on in 

Manchester and London and Liverpool? 

RR: The difference between what we’re proposing and what the 

government are doing is our circuit break would be backed up 

with an economic package of support to support businesses and 

jobs through that two or three week period.  
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AM: So can you tell me how much that would cost? 

RR: Let me just also say this. The virus is on the rise in every part 

of the country. In some parts of the country it is on a rapid surge, 

but everywhere it’s increasing and the R rate  is above one 

everywhere in the country now. And on your point about the cost 

of it, Anneliese Dodds, our Shadow Chancellor, has released data 

today that shows the cost of inaction is  greater than the cost of 

doing something. Using IMF figures we’re suggesting that it will 

cost £110 billion if the government don’t take action because 

people are already, or their own volition, not going out and not 

using businesses. And so what we saw earlier on in the crisis and 

what we’re seeing in other countries, if you get on top of the 

health problem then you solve the economic problem. And one of 

the reasons why we’ve got the worst health outcome in the world 

as well as one of the deepest recessions, is because we were 

much too slow in March to lock down the economy to get a grip of 

the virus. 

 

AM: So let’s be absolutely clear about what you want. You would 

like all pubs, all restaurants, all gyms, all cafes, all hairdressers all 

to close for three weeks everywhere in the country and nobody to 

leave their homes and there would be no household mixing of any 

kind in any home for three weeks? 

RR: I think that like is too strong a word. Nobody wants to do this. 

AM: But that’s what you’re proposing? 

RR: We’re doing this and we are going along with the 

recommendations of SAGE because it is the right thing to do and 

now seems to us the only way to get on top of the virus. The 

tiered approach isn’t working. Tier two is just a holding ground 

before you go into tier three. 19 of the 20 areas that have been 

put under local restrictions the virus has got worse and the 

restrictions have got greater. The circuit break has an opportunity 

to break this circuit, but use the period of time crucially to get on 

top of the test and trace system. Because over the period of 

tracing 250,000 people, a quarter of a million close contacts of 
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someone who has the virus have not been contacted. 80,000 in 

the last week alone. The SERCO test and trace model is failing. 

Sack SERCO and give those responsibilities to local communities. 

 

AM: I just want to test your proposal. Now you said two to three 

weeks, but we know, because of the lag, that you can go two to 

three weeks of circuit breaking. At the end of that hospital 

admission rates could be rising, rising quite fast possibly, deaths 

could be going up and infection rates could still be going up. In 

those circumstances you say to us all after three weeks okay, back 

to life as normal, or do you go back into another one? 

RR: Well we want to follow the science and that used to be the 

government’s mantra. They’ve got rid of that anchor. What SAGE 

say in the minutes published from the 21st of September is that a 

circuit break could bring the R rate they want. They also say the 

sooner you take action the more likely it is to work. Government 

should have done this three and a half weeks ago. Northern 

Ireland are doing it, Wales are looking into, the government here 

should as well. 

 

AM: I have the minutes with me and what they also say is that all 

of those closures and restrictions, closing the bars and restaurants 

and all the rest of it has to  go on for a considerable period of 

time. In other words, longer than two to three weeks. So is it the 

Labour Party’s proposal that those closures should just carry on 

going for as long as –  

RR: Well SAGE are not suggesting and Labour are not suggesting 

that you come out of the two, three weeks period and we go back 

to life as before. No, we’re not that unrealistic. But what we are 

saying is that two to three week period, instead of seeing growth 

in infections you would see a decay in infections, it would gain you 

28 days. And it’s important that that time is used to fix the test 

and trace system which is a key tool  in our fight against the virus 

which just isn’t working today. 

 



4 
ANDREW MARR SHOW, 18TH OCTOBER, 2020, RACHEL REEEVES, MP  

AM: I think what everybody wants to know, however Rachel 

Reeves, is is this going to be the first of many, many such 

lockdowns? And I read you again what SAGE says themselves. 

They say ‘multiple circuit breaks might be necessary to maintain 

low levels of incidents.’ In other words you say two to three weeks 

but could then a short gap and then another two to three weeks 

and then another and another and another. 

 

RR: And if that is what is needed then that is the approach that 

has to be taken, because we’ve got to get a grip on this virus but 

at the moment it feels like we’re going into a tunnel and you’ve no 

idea where the end of that tunnel is. You’ve no idea when you’re 

going to come out of it. Whether in tier two or tier three. But the 

economic effect is devastating and what Chris Whitty and Patrick 

Vallance say is that even tier three isn’t going to get the numbers 

down, isn’t going to get control of the virus. So we’re pursuing a 

strategy, the government are pursuing a strategy now which we 

know isn’t working and is having a devastating impact on 

business. Try something different. Stop being wedded to this 

model that isn’t working and instead follow the science, implement 

this circuit breaker, let’s work together to do that to get control of 

the virus, to protect our NHS and to fix our test and trace model. 

 

Ends  


