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AM: Normally this morning the streets of one conference town, 

maybe Manchester, Birmingham or Brighton would be seething 

with Labour Party  members there to debate new policies. To 

drink, to socialise and to scrutinise what Keir Starmer declares is a 

new leadership. Coronavirus has killed that off for this year, but 

now with Labour level pegging in the polls I’m joined by Sir Keir 

for our traditional Party Leader interview. He’s played it very 

cautiously so far, but with his brand spanking new slogan, ‘New 

Leadership,’ is he prepared to take positions on the really big 

issues? Keir Starmer, welcome. 

Can I ask you ‘New Leadership,’ does that mean taking the Labour 

Party in a different direction? 

KS: It means recognising the scale of defeat in December and the 

fact that we lost four elections.  It means listening particularly to 

those that used to vote Labour and don’t anymore, changing and 

focusing on winning the next General Election. Because if you’re in 

opposition you’re not changing anything. So – and making difficult 

and taking difficult decisions on things like anti-Semitism.  

 

AM: You talk about taking difficult decisions. Let me give you the 

difficult decision confronting the country right now. Is it time for a 

national lockdown? 

KS: Well, I don’t think a lockdown is inevitable, but I think it’s now 

more likely because of the near collapse of testing and my 

concerns is that the government is losing control of where the 

virus is, which is why we’re talking of a national scheme. 
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AM: Would you be prepared to introduced a  national lockdown in 

these circumstances? 

KS: Whatever measure the government takes we will support it. 

We did that with lockdown. 

AM: Really? 

KS: We did that with local restrictions and I’ve said that whatever 

measures are taken. But listen, if I was the Prime Minister I would 

apologise for the fact that we’re in this situation with testing. 

Throughout the summer we were saying prepare for the autumn. 

Instead with the had the exam fiasco. I would make fixing testing 

the number one priority and reinstate the daily press conferences 

so we all know what’s going on. Because up and down the country 

people are really concerned about the fact that the testing system 

is near collapse. 

 

AM: So you’re in favour of tough decisions. What I’m asking you is 

what tough decisions you would take now, because you’ve given a 

very good assessment of where we are an analysis of the 

government, but nonetheless politicians have to say is this time 

for a lockdown? Would you ask pubs and restaurants to close now 

to save lives? 

KS: Andrew, I’m not giving you my view on that for this reason, 

and it’s not to duck it. No, it’s not to duck it. One of the very 

important things in a pandemic is there’s clarity of 

communications. People know exactly. It’s the reason I’ve said I’ll 

support the government. So the government’s got their scientific 

advisers, they will make their decisions. Now I may – you know 

sometimes we look at the decision – but let me finish ‘cause it’s 

really important. They make a decision, we will follow that and we 

will reinforce their communications. Because in the end this is not 

about party politics, this is about getting this nation through this 

virus. So if the government takes action I will support that and we 

will support it and I will support their message, because what I 

want, like the government, is for this virus to come back under 

control. The single biggest problem is testing. 
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AM: So here is something that is nothing to do with the science. 

Do you think that a £10,000 fine for failing to self isolate is too 

draconian? 

KS: I think it is necessary to take measures against the very few 

people who are frequently and repeatedly breaking the rules. But 

the vast majority –  

AM: Would you encourage people to, as it were, dob in their 

neighbours? 

KS: The vast majority of people are following the rules. And I want 

to say thank you to them for that because they’ve been doing it 

for months. Their biggest problem up until now has been clarity 

about what the rules are and that’s why it’s good for a rule of six, 

we need that clarity, but as for dobbing in your neighbour. I think 

most people, and the police have actually done this very well over 

the last few months, by consent, cajoling, advising and instructing 

people we’ve managed to get the vast majority of people to 

comply with the rules. Where there are outliers are the few people 

that are obviously flouting the rules on a repeated basis, then I 

support the government in doing something about that. 

 

AM: So you support the government in virtually everything it’s 

doing. That is why Boris Johnson, who has a turn of phrase calls 

you ‘Captain Hindsight.’ He says, you’re criticising things they used 

to do but whatever they do now you just agreeing with them. 

KS: Let me take that head on. Because months ago I  set out in 

terms that as we got to the autumn and winter we would run into 

the flu. We do every year. And I said to the government, you need 

to plan for this because otherwise you’re going to get into the 

situation where  people have flu symptoms, which are similar to 

Covid symptoms. That  was foresight.  Let me just finish this, 

because what we’re now seen is children gone back to school, a 

good thing. People have gone back to work. A good thing. Lots of 

children have got flu like symptoms and therefore they’re in school 

for a few days then they’re back out of school or year groups are 
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out of the school. And the government is now saying, oh we didn’t 

really anticipate that. Now SAGE advised, absolutely clearly, that 

in the autumn, into the winter 500,000 people a day would exhibit 

Covid like symptoms through ordinary colds and flu. So how have 

we got to this stage where the government’s scratching its head 

and saying we didn’t really expect this? 

 

AM: So that’s looking back. 

KS: No, it’s not, Andrew. I set that in terms. 

AM: First time round you said the government locked down too 

late.  

KS: Yes. 

AM: This time we are facing an unknown situation in front of the 

country and I’m asking whether you would support a lockdown 

now and you can’t say you would, even though scientific advisors 

say this is the time to take a decision. They have to take 

decisions, surely you can tell me whether you would take that 

decision. 

KS: Swift, decisive action from the Prime Minister. The Prime 

Minister’s usually told us as Opposition leaders what he’s going to 

do.  Want him to set out in terms what he wants to do. I do not 

want to second guess what he’s doing. I want him to get this 

right.  

 

AM: Professor Neil Ferguson, very eminent epidemiologist and 

former government advisors says: “If we leave it another two or 

four weeks we’ll be back at levels we were seeing more like mid 

March and that is going to cause deaths.” I put it to you again. 

This is the time for political leaders to take bold decisions.  

KS: Take swift actions, do it in the next few days, don’t leave it 

two to four weeks. 

AM: So which action do you want him to take in the next few 

days? 

KS: I want swift action. 

AM: To do what? 
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KS: If necessary local restrictions. Look at a national lockdown, 

the government’s got the figures, but I don’t want to leave it two 

or four weeks. 

 

AM: So do you think we could have another national lockdown 

within a few days and you would support that if it happened? 

KS: I want the Prime Minister to get set out today or tomorrow 

what actions he proposes to take. Not to tell us what’s going to 

happen in two weeks or four weeks. 

AM: And you’ll agree with it, whatever it is? 

KS: I will agree with it and you know of course whenever the 

government takes  action there are different views on it but I 

honestly believe it’s right that when the government took 

lockdown last time we supported it, when they took local 

restrictions wherever it was in the country we supported, local 

councils supported it and I’ve reiterated the government message. 

Because I think that is the right thing to do in the national 

interest. It doesn’t prevent us challenging the government where 

they’ve got it wrong and on testing we’re challenging them very, 

very hard. 

 

AM: One area you say they’ve got it wrong is on the furlough. You 

want furlough to be extended in all sorts of areas. How much 

more are you prepared to spend on furlough? 

KS: The principle here is that  -  

AM: It cost £34 billion so far. 

KS: I know that and it’s been a welcome scheme and it’s probably 

kept many businesses in business. But the idea of ending it all at 

the same time for all businesses, all sectors irrespective of the 

position they find themselves in is  just  - it doesn’t make sense 

which is why businesses and trade unions are against it.  

 

AM: Very straight forward questions. Which sectors do you want 

to carry on supporting? For how long and how much does it all 

cost? 
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KS: What we’re not arguing, and this is often put to me is that 

furlough should simply continue for everyone indefinitely. What 

I’m saying is there are very obvious sectors that need some 

support. Retail, hospitality, tourism. We can identify them.  

 

AM: So let’s take retail. How much is it going to cost us to support 

the retail sector going forward with furlough and how much are 

you prepared to spend on it? 

KS: Well, the IPPR put a figure of about £1.4 billion per month. 

AM: it’s a lot. 

KS: There is a lot, but there’s a cost to not doing it and the cost is 

that if otherwise good businesses go under and jobs are lost, we 

will have mass unemployment. And a lot of people have either not 

lived through mass unemployment or have forgotten what it’s like. 

That is a huge cost. It’s a monetary cost,  it’s a societal cost and it 

leaves deep scars for years. 

 

AM: The problem with your policy is that it keeps going lots of 

businesses which might otherwise go under and keeps people 

stuck in those businesses. In the OECD has talked about zombie 

jobs and zombie businesses. They say that ‘supporting jobs and 

companies as you suppose means trapping resources in non 

productive zombie firms and jobs.’ So what do you do to let 

people move to other jobs and retrain so  that when the economy 

revives lots of new businesses can pop up? 

KS: Let’s test that. Take British tourism. Are we really saying 

British tourism is now going to die out and we cannot support it 

into next year so the best thing to do is to let all those businesses 

go bust, let everybody lose their job, retrain them in something 

else and forget about British tourism next year?  

 

AM: How long do you do it for? 

KS: The principle that the best thing to do is to simply allow these 

businesses to go under and we won’t ever need them again – 
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same with aviation. Are we really saying right, it’s going to go 

under, a bit like coal mining, it’s come to the end of a long like –  

 

AM: How much are you prepared to spend to save the aviation 

industry and for how long? 

KS: Well, we will sit down with government, we’ll go through the 

figures, but the idea that we will not even countenance support, 

that we will let these businesses and jobs go to the wall because 

we don’t want to go through the difficult exercise of identifying 

which we should support or putting the money in, I think is wrong 

headed. 

 

AM: So this is all going to cost a great deal of money. 

KS: Andrew, there’s a cost of not doing it. 

AM: There certainly is, but we are now I think for the first time 

since 1960 our national debt is higher than our GDP.  So really 

really a terrifying figure. And at some point we have to pay it off.  

My question is, how do you pay it off?  How are you going to 

resolve this huge debt hanging over the country? 

KS: We’re going to have to first see what the debt is. I’m afraid  

so far as the economic consequences of Covid are concerned 

we’re still in the foothills. You know, there’s been the health crisis, 

there’s the economic crisis coming alongside. We need to know 

what the size of the debt will be. I accept that because of 

furlough, I accept that because of the support that we say should 

continue that debt will go up.   And obviously we’ll have to look at 

what the state of finances are at the next election in 2024. But 

there’s a cost of inaction here. 

 

AM: You mentioned furlough again just now. There is one radical 

way of dealing with the problem which would allow people to 

move to different firms and different companies which is a 

universal basic income. Now one of your front benchers, Seema 

Malhotra supports that. Many many people in the party support it. 

Are you radical enough to support a universal basic income? 
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KS: Well I think we should look at all options. We’re not 

committed to it. But I mean it’s an interesting question because 

one of the challenges for the Labour Party and for all political 

parties is the scale of what we’re going to have to approach –  

AM: So it’s a possibility? 

KS:  - because Covid in a sense has pushed away all the 

arguments of the past. What we were arguing about in 2019, 

2017, 2015 are as nought to what we’ve got to think about for 

2024. But we’re not proposing it, but obviously we’ll look at all 

ideas. 

 

AM: Coming back to how we pay for this, you know you either pay 

for it by cutting public spending or you pay for it by raising taxes. 

Which is it? 

KS: Well, I don’t think we should raise taxes at the moment.  

AM: So it’s not that one. So you’re going to cut public spending? 

KS: At the moment  to cut taxes when we need to boost the 

economy I think won’t work. When we know the size of the debt, 

when we get towards 2024 we will be setting out our proposals 

looking at the size of the debt, but we want to spend our money 

on what a progressive tax regime will look like. 

 

AM: So this is odd. You’re not saying you’d raise taxes and you’re 

not saying I presume that you’d slash public spending either 

because you’re the Labour Party. So I’m really confused about 

what you would do. You used to be in favour of a wealth tax. Are 

you in favour of a wealth tax? 

KS: Look, Andrew, what I’m saying is this. The next election is 

2024.  

AM: Yes, but you have to make some decisions before then. 

KS: I appreciate that, but the idea of saying now four years out, 

without knowing the debt what the tax regime will pay just doesn’t 

make sense. 
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AM: But it’s about values isn’t it? It’s a bit about where you stand 

in terms of fairness in the entire country. The kind of people on 

whose shoulders you would expect the burden to rest. The last 

Labour Leader said the top 5%.Would you support that? 

KS: Well Andrew what I’m saying is as we get to the next election 

we will see the scale of the  debt; we will be able to set out clearly 

what an incoming Labour government would spend its money on 

and what the regime is for making sure that those balance. But 

we will do it in an open way, we will do it in a costing –  

AM: Okay, no decisions for now. Let me turn in that case to Brexit, 

if we’re not getting an answer on that. 

KS: Well  you are getting an answer but –  

AM: You’re saying one day I’ll decide that I’ll think but not yet. 

KS: Well the idea of writing the 2024 manifesto for the Labour 

Party four years out in the middle of a pandemic when we don’t 

know the size of the debt doesn’t seem to me to be very sensible.  

 

AM: Okay, well let’s talk about Brexit then, the other great  crisis. 

Last time we talked I said would it be right to extend the deadline 

for these talks, and you said : ‘In certain circumstances. If it’s 

necessary to do so a deadline should be extended.” In the middle 

of this pandemic, with this huge debt hanging over the country, is 

it necessary to extend the deadline? 

KS: No. The two outstanding issues can be resolved. The Prime 

Minister said he’d got an oven ready deal, he needs to get on and 

he needs to deliver it. And if he fails to do so he needs to own that 

failure.   

 

 AM: Okay, to resolve this problem with the EU there are two 

things that can happen so far as I can see. Either there is 

agreement on the two outstanding issues, which is fishing and 

state aid. Would you agree that the EU position is basically right 

on that or would you like the government to hold out against the 

EU on those two positions? 
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KS: I think those two issues are capable of resolution, and I think 

that the government should get on with negotiating instead of 

introducing legislation to breach the agreement that it’s already 

signed. And the prime minister needs to answer a question, which 

is when he signed that agreement, only actually a few months 

ago, did he know what he was doing – in which case why did he 

mis-sell it to the nation – or did he not know? I which case we’ve 

gone to new levels of incompetence. 

 

AM: If these talks break down completely, as they may very well 

do in the next few days, would you support an extension? 

KS: Well, they don’t need to break down. They don’t need to 

break down. I want the government to get on with what it said it 

would do, deliver the detail – the deal – and concentrate on the 

pandemic across the country, which you’ve been talking about. 

What are we doing about the pandemic? 

AM: Which do you prefer, extension or no deal? 

KS: I don’t want no deal. But I think this can be resolved. I do not 

accept that these two issues cannot be resolved. The government 

is reopening old wounds and it should get on and negotiate, get a 

deal that’s in the national interest and then focus on the 

pandemic.  

 

AM: One other huge issue that’s going to face all of British politics 

next year is Scotland. Do you still agree that if Scotland votes for 

the SNP who will have a new referendum in their manifesto for the 

Scottish elections, then that is a mandate that has to be 

respected? 

KS: I don’t think that a further divisive referendum is right, and I 

think it’s in Scotland’s interest and the United Kingdom’s interest 

for us to stay together. And that’s what we’d be arguing for. But I 

am frustrated with, in the middle of a pandemic we’ve got the SNP 

talking about independence, and we’ve got the Tories talking 

about Brexit, and I think most people would say, ‘for heaven’s 
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sake the issue that’s uppermost in all of our minds now is the 

pandemic. Focus on that.’ 

 

AM: Let us turn to Scotland, because you said in January – I’m 

going to read it back to you – ‘they will have a mandate for that. I 

accept this is a question for Scotland.’ If Scotland votes SNP, an 

SNP majority into Holyrood next year on a mandate for another 

referendum would you try to block that? 

KS: Andrew, we will go into that election arguing that another 

divisive referendum is not in the interests of either Scotland or the 

United Kingdom. 

 

AM: This is about sovereignty and basic democratic values. Mark 

Drayford, who’s your leader in Wales said this recently: ‘I’m very 

clear that if the population in Scotland or indeed in Wales wanted 

to hold a referendum it is for the people of Wales and the people 

of Scotland to make that decision.’ Is he wrong? 

KS: We’re going to go into an election next May. I was in Scotland 

this week talking to Scottish Labour about our priorities and the 

arguments and strategy we’d have going into May. And we will be 

making the argument that it’s rebuilding the economy that 

matters, rebuilding public services and defeating the virus, not 

another divisive referendum. 

 

AM: If Scotland votes for the SNP and votes for a referendum and 

the first minister says, ‘right, we’re going to hold a referendum, 

we want the referendum,’ Labour will stand shoulder to shoulder 

with Boris Johnson and say absolutely not, we at Westminster say 

you can’t have it? 

KS: Andrew, I’m saying what our position is between now and 

May and the arguments that we will make, I’m not being 

hypothetical about what the future may hold. 
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AM: But I’ve already read you your position after May, as it was in 

January, which is that you accept that there would be a mandate 

for a referendum. 

KS: What I’m saying is going into that election we do not want 

another divisive referendum. 

AM: Let me return one final time to Brexit, because I’m still 

confused. You have always been somebody who believed in a flat 

market, a single European market and you want us to be part of 

that. The big issues are about fishing and about state aid. Now, I 

cannot understand why Labour would support a government 

which wants to change the rules on state aid. Surely you agree 

with the EU position that a level playing field on state aid is right 

for Britain going forward. 

KS: Well, I think the question on state aid that the government 

needs to answer is why on earth are you not taking advantage of 

the rules as they now are? Because Germany spends far more on 

state aid, so does France. So I’m sceptical about this government’s 

argument on state aid. If they’re so keen on state aid, get on and 

use it to support British industry. But they’ve not done that in 

recent years.  

 

AM: Okay, Sir Keir Starmer, thanks very, very much indeed for 

talking to us (ends) 

 

 


