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AM: Can I start by asking – the big story of the day is the Harry 

and Meghan story, and of course this is very, very important for 

the monarchy itself, and therefore for the whole British state. 

What is the British government’s attitude to what’s happening?  

Are you sad that we’re losing Harry and Meghan in this country? 

AS: Well, I think there is a huge amount of respect for the royal 

family across the country, and particularly for Her Majesty the 

Queen. An arrangement has now been announced for Harry and 

Meghan and I think we should respect that. I mean, the reality is 

the royal family collectively makes a huge contribution to our 

country, a unique contribution, and that of course will continue. 

But when it comes to the Sussexes, of course we must respect 

their wishes and the wishes of the Queen.  

 

AM: Do you think we will miss Prince Harry? 

AS: I am sure that we will miss the Sussexes. But as I said, at the 

end of the day this is about making sure that we respect their 

wishes. A statement has been put out by the Queen in terms of 

that future relationship between them and the royal family, and 

that’s something that need to respect and allow them get on with 

their lives. 

 

AM: Let me turn, if I may, to be big political news of the week, 

which I suspect is actually what the Chancellor said to the 

Financial Times a couple of days ago. He said there were hard 

decisions coming in the budget. Now, to most people hard 

decisions is code for tax rises. But that can’t be true because 

you’ve ruled out tax rises in your manifesto. 

AS: Well, let’s see what the budget brings. I’m not going to 

prejudge anything that is going to come out. In fact that’s 

effectively what the prime minister also said – the Chancellor also 



2 

ALOK SHARMA 

said in the interview, is that people have to wait and see. I think 

the key thing for us is that we have just been elected with a 

significant majority – it’s a historic win – and as the prime minister 

said, you know, we have won seats across the country that have 

not been held by Conservatives ever before. And so the agenda 

for us is now about levelling up and making sure that every part 

of the country is taken care of. And in that same interview the 

Chancellor talked about investment in skills, investment in 

infrastructure, across the whole of the country, and that’s the sort 

of government you’re going to see going forward. 

 

AM: Absolutely. You’ve used the phrase ‘levelling up’. It’s now one 

of the phrases we all use, and you’ve talked several times in that 

sentence about investment. The truth is that you need to spend 

money, quite a lot of money, to answer the hopes and aspirations 

of those new voters that you’ve got, particularly in the north. 

Which means there are going to be hard decisions elsewhere. If 

they’re not tax rises – and I’ll just remind you that the Tory 

manifesto said, ‘we will not raise the rate of income tax, VAT or 

National Insurance,’ – then there’s going to have to be cuts 

elsewhere. Which takes me to your own department, of which the 

prime minister has not been the most fulsome supporter in the 

past.  

AS: Well, in terms of development, if you look at the Conservative 

Party manifesto, it’s very clear about recognition of the value of 

the UK as development superpower. We reaffirmed the nought 

point seven. We’ve talked about doing additional support in terms 

of preventing the deaths of women and children and babies. 

We’ve talked about support when it comes to tackling malaria, 

Ebola. But ultimately what we’ve also been very clear about is we 

want to help countries to become economically self-sustaining. 

And tomorrow, Andrew, we are hosting a UK-African investment 

summit. We’ve got 21 countries coming to this representing 80 

per cent of the economy of Africa.  

AM: The prime minister will be there alongside you. 
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AS: The prime minister is absolutely hosting this. And you know, 

this is our first big international moment since the general election 

and in fact 11 days from us leaving the European Union. So this is 

a big thing for us. This is about presenting the UK as the partner 

of the choice for Africa, showing what we have to offer when it 

comes to technology, innovation, finance, infrastructure. I’ve just 

come back from a couple of days in Kenya, where I have seen UK 

companies working to create jobs, change lives in that country, 

and I was also at the Nairobi Stock Exchange where we launched 

a green bond supported by the UK. I’ll be going to do a listing of 

that tomorrow. So this is about getting private sector money as 

well into countries alongside development money. 

 

AM: So you’re talking about investment rather than aid. But can I 

just remind you what the prime minister said not that long ago – 

last year. He said, ‘we can’t keep spending huge sums of 

taxpayers’ money as though we were some independent 

Scandinavian NGO. The present system is leading to inevitable 

waste of money as money is shoved out of the door in order to 

meet the 0.7 target.’ Have you had a conversation with him about 

those views? 

AS: Well, I have lots of conversations with colleagues across 

government, and I am not going to go into those now. But what I 

would say to you is the prime minister’s absolutely right, that we 

need to spend money much more effectively. This is ultimately 

taxpayers’ money, British taxpayers’ money, and it’s incumbent on 

us to make sure we do this properly. One of the things that I have 

done since I’ve come into my department is to make sure that we 

have much more scrutiny over where we are putting this money. 

But ultimately, ultimately this is also about how we work together 

as one government. And I think the African investment summit is 

a clear example where the Foreign Office, the Department of 

International Trade and my department have been working to put 

on what I hope will be a successful summit. 
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AM:  So it’s about where we focus aid. And again, the Henry 

Jackson Society produced a very, very hard-edged report on 

where we should not focus aid. The prime minister wrote a 

preface to it saying he basically approved of it. And they said, for 

instance, ‘the UK should not provide aid to countries with 

advanced military and space programmes unless there’s a clear 

strategic purpose.’ That suggests that we should stop providing 

aid to, for instance, China and India. 

AS: Well we haven’t provided traditional aid to those countries for 

a number of years. Where there is support provided it will be 

expertise in helping to tackle issues such as climate change, which 

actually affect the poorest. But in terms of you know how we go 

forward as a country you will know that we’ve got a Strategic 

Review that’s going to take place, looking at diplomacy, defence, 

security and of course, development as part of that. That will take 

place this year and that will inform how we go forward in terms of 

a global Britain and you know projecting our values and our 

influence across the globe. 

 

AM: What would it mean for global Britain if your department was 

closed down and folded into the Foreign Office? 

AS: Well, what I’m not going to do is to speculate on any 

[inaudible] government changes. There’s been a lot of discussion 

around it. 

AM: You don’t sound very worried about it. 

AS: Well there’s been a lot of discussion around that in the papers. 

I think those matters ultimately for the Prime Minister – What is 

absolutely vitally important is that we work very closely together 

and that I think, as I said to you, is the African Investment 

Summary as well, we’ve had three departments coming together 

working very closely to I hope show what global Britain, what 

modern Britain has to offer Africa. 

 

AM: The other big story of the day around the Chancellor was 

Brexit where he said there would be absolutely no alignment with 
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the EU on rules and regulations and that we were going to do 

things differently, but that British companies had had three years 

to prepare. So in that spirit can I ask you do you agree or disagree 

with the carmakers who want us to carry on being aligned when it 

comes to CO2 and pollutant regulations? 

AS: Well, I read that article in the Financial Times and actually I 

think the Chancellor has been entirely consistent in what the 

government has said over a period of time, which is that we will 

not of the single market, we won’t be in the customs union, we 

will not be rule takers, and ultimately we want an ambitious free 

trade agreement. 

 

AM: I accept all of that, what I’m trying to find out is what rules 

we won’t be taking and where we are going to diverge. So can I 

ask you again, are we going to diverge or agree with the EU car 

industry on CO2 emissions? An absolutely central question which 

carmakers need answered. 

AS: Well – what I think I would say to you is that we’re at the 

start of those negotiations. 

AM: Fair enough. I know you’re not an expert in this and I accept 

that but –  

AS: But Andrew, I just want to make this particular point which is 

that I’m confident that we will end up with a deal which is good 

for the UK and  which is good for business. And you will know that 

in the last few months there were all sorts of sceptical voices and 

siren voices saying that the Prime Minister and his team wouldn’t 

be able to renegotiate and open up the Withdrawal Agreement. 

We were able to do that in a matter of less than three months. 

And therefore I think what people should bear in mind is that  we 

went to get the best deal for Britain – and I go back to the other 

point that I made earlier –  

AM: We rarely have ministers saying we don’t want to get a good 

deal for Britain, I accept that’s what you want to do, all I’m asking 

you is about – take another industry, take the construction 

industry, a huge important industry in this country. They’re very 
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keen to carry on aligning to EU rules on the materials used in big 

construction projects. Will they be expecting that to happen or are 

we going to diverge? Again they absolutely have to know and 

know soon if they’re going to prepare. 

AS: Well, I mean, one of the big issues that I’ve found over the 

last years is that businesses were not happy about the uncertainty 

of whether we were going to leave the European Union or not 

leave the European Union and the number of dates that we had 

potentially leaving. People were ramping up, ramping down. That 

added cost. What businesses now have is certainty; is that we will 

be leaving on the 31st of January, there will be an implementation 

period, that will not be extended beyond 2020. 

 

AM: If I was running a big company I would be really worried at 

this point. I’ve been told by the Chancellor you’ve had three years 

to prepare but when I ask about – and I know that you’re not an 

expert on this, maybe I’m being unfair, but when I ask about 

really important regulations and rules covering two of our biggest 

exporters and industries there, and there is no answer from the 

government about exactly when we will diverge and what we will 

diverge from, how can they possibly prepare? They’re in a very, 

very difficult position. Put into that position by your government.  

AS: Well, lots of businesses were  in the process of preparing over 

the last few years so the Chancellor’s absolutely right in that. 

What they now have is certainties that we are absolutely leaving 

the European Union, there won’t be an extension to the 

implementation period. But what I’d say to you is that I think you 

have to give an opportunity for the Prime Minister and his team to 

start this negotiation as soon as we have left at the end of 

January. That negotiation will start. And I’d say I’m confident that 

we will get a good deal which makes sense for business as well. 

And to the wider point about the sort of government we are, and I 

talked about the facts about levelling up, making sure that no part 

of the country’s left behind, that is what you’re going to see. More 

investment in skills and infrastructure. 
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AM: That costs lots of money and it has to come from somewhere. 

Can I ask you about one other big issue that we can talk about in 

the papers today, moving the House of Lords to the North. Would 

you welcome that? 

AS: Well I read the story, not being involved in the details of it, 

but actually as a principle I think it’s a very good thing that 

government becomes closer to the whole country. As I said you 

know, we have had a historic mandate given to us this time round 

at the General Election and I think it’s important we connect with 

the whole of the country. My own department we have over a 

thousand people based in East Kilbride in Scotland. We’re 

investing in that. I think it’s vitally important if you want to be a 

government of the people that you go out and talk to people and 

are represented across the country. 

 

AM: Sounds as if it’s going to happen. 

AS: Well as I said, I have read about it, I am supportive, so let’s 

see what happens. 

 

AM: Now one cheerful piece of news for the Conservative Party is 

that John Bercow may be going to the House of Lords after all. 

You must welcome this hugely.   

AS: Well again I have seen that. I think that’s a matter for the 

Labour Party. I think they’re being suggested as nominating him. 

Look what I would say is that –  

AM: Would you welcome him in the Lords? 

AS: Well what I would say to you is that over the last few weeks 

we have seen a change of tone in parliament, things are a lot 

calmer, they run to time and actually huge credit to the new 

Speaker, Lindsay Hoyle, who is not only a thoroughly nice man but 

actually running the show really well. 

 

Ends  

 


