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AM: Matt Hancock, you said recently that the virus was under 

control.  

MH: Yes. 

AM: Is it? 

MH: No, it’s not. The new variant is out of control and we need to 

bring it under control and this news about the new variant has 

been an incredibly difficult end to frankly, an awful year. And it’s 

important for everybody  to act – essentially act like they might 

have the virus and that’s the way that we can control it together. 

It’s not something for government or individuals, it’s something for 

us all to do together and we’ve got this challenge around the 

world actually of increased numbers. Obviously the good hopeful  

news is that the vaccine is on its way, but we’ve got to stick 

together now and we’ve got to all play our part in getting this 

back  under control.  

 

AM: So we’re not in control of the virus. Let me ask you to look at 

some pictures, I suspect you’ve seen them quite recently anyway. 

This is the scenes from London train stations last night when 

people heard the restrictions and poured out of London in all 

directions.  Can I put it to you that  you’re not in control of the 

virus and you’re not in control of the message either. 

MH: No, on the contrary. The message is incredibly clear in tier 4 

areas, which is to stay at home unless you absolutely need to 

leave for one of the reasons that’s set out. Now I think that the 

scenes we saw last night –  

AM: That looks like the  new strain being spread around the 

country. 
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MH: I think those scenes were totally irresponsible and as of first 

thing this morning the new law came in. I actually was up before 

5 o’clock this morning ensuring that that new law has been in 

place and we’ve all got a responsibility. We in government of 

course have a responsibility but so too does every single person, 

‘cause this is a – everybody knows, Andrew – everybody knows 

that this is an incredibly difficult situation and it’s one in which I 

understand the feelings that people have got and the sense of loss 

over having to bring these sorts of restrictions in. And the plea 

that I have – the plea that I have is that – the  plea that I have is 

that people will play their part, because it’s only by acting all of us 

that we can keep this and get this under control.  

 

AM: Well in terms of your part you told people yesterday that 

there was about to be a complete lockdown around London. And 

then you gave them five, six, seven hours to get out. Having told 

them to make plans to go and see their families ahead of time and 

many people did that. And as a result you have spread this new 

strain right across other parts of England. 

MH: No. Thankfully the numbers in the scenes that you’ve just 

shown are small, but what matters is that everybody has a 

responsibility.  And you know the best gift that you could give 

somebody this Christmas is to stay at  home and not transmit the 

virus. Because about a third of people who have the virus have no 

symptoms at all. So I think all of us need to heed this message 

and I know that throughout this year we’ve been talking about 

this.  

 

AM: Even this morning people are loading up their cars and 

heading out of London. Are the police  going to stop them? Are 

you going actually sort of blockage roads and stop people leaving 

London? Are you going to put police on the trains to stop them 

taking the trains? Are you actually going to enforce what you’ve 

said you’re going to enforce? 
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MH: Well of course. I’ve spoken to the Home Secretary and the 

British Transport Police’s responsibility is to police the transport 

system. But I  hope that this will be done by consent as it has 

been so often, and you know it’s easy to play –  

 

AM: Will  you actually be enforcing it, I’m still confused?  

MH: Yes of course. 

AM: you say you’ve spoken to the police, but will they be stopping 

people getting onto trains? Will they be stopping people climbing 

into their cars  and driving off to the Midlands? 

MH: Of course. It’s the police’s responsibility to police the law and 

the law came into force in the early hours of this morning. But 

there is a bigger story than that though, Andrew, which is that we 

can see the light at the end of the tunnel. 

AM: I’ll come onto the light later, but I just want to stick with 

where we are right now. Can I ask you a couple more specific 

questions.  This is a more infectious strain. Does that mean that 

the social distancing rules have to be looked at again and 

toughened up? 

MH: Well this is why we need a tougher lockdown than we had in 

tier 3 or indeed that we had in the November lockdown, because 

while the November lockdown –  

AM: In terms of behaviour, in terms of people mingling in the 

street.  Should they be keeping further apart, should they be 

wearing masks even while walking outside in a shopping street, 

those kind of questions? 

MH: Well the advice that we’ve got is that the two metre rule 

should continue, but what I’d say to every single  person is that if 

you act like you have the virus then that will stop the virus from 

spreading to others and everybody’s got a responsibility. It’s not 

just the rules. It’s also about how people behave within those 

rules and this is so important, because we can get there, we can 

see that light but in the meantime we have a few months that are 

going to be very difficult and that we all have to resist that 



4 
ANDREW MARR SHOW, 20TH DECEMBER 2020 – MATT HANCOCK, HEALTH SECRETARY  

 

temptation to do things that all of us find completely natural in 

order to protect other people.  

 

AM: A few more specifics.  All around the world people are 

preparing to fly back to Britain for Christmas or for the holidays. 

Now most of the airports they’re going to be flying into are tier 

four airports, they’re in tier 4 areas, so are they going to be 

stopped from arriving in Britain? Are you going to tell British 

Airways and other carriers don’t take people back into Britain for 

the next several weeks? 

MH: Well we’re not because there is a specific exemption of 

course for people arriving home. People need to be able to come 

home, but once you’ve arrived home in a tier 4 area you should 

then stay at home unless you’ve got a very specific exemption.  

 

AM: Are you still worried that hospitals are about to be 

overwhelmed? 

MH: I’m really worried about the NHS. There are currently just 

over 18,000 people in NHS hospitals with Coronavirus. So that is 

only just below the number that there were at the first peak, so of 

course I’m worried about the NHS and working on it every day. 

The NHS is doing a brilliant job. It’s also of course treating all the 

other diseases and doing much more of that than in the first peak. 

For instance continuing all of the cancer treatment as much as is 

practically possible. So we’re better placed than we were in the 

first peak because we’ve spent all summer working on it and we 

have the testing capacity now to keep people safe in hospital, but 

of course I’m worried about the NHS. It’s another reason that 

everybody needs to follow the new rules and just take that 

personal responsibility. 

 

AM: Given where we are now, is it not inevitable that we’re 

heading for a national lockdown again? 

MH: Well not necessarily and one of the reasons that we brought 

in  
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AM: No? 

MH: Not necessarily. One of the  reasons we’ve brought in the 

strict travel movements on tier 4, saying stay local and stay at 

home, and in fact stay local wherever you are across the UK, one 

of the reasons we brought that in is to try to stop this new variant 

from spreading. ‘Cause we know that tier 3 works for the old 

variant and we’ve seen numbers really fall, the case numbers 

really falling in most of the north of England, in many parts of the 

Midlands.  But we know that it doesn’t work with the new variant 

because the new variant spreads more easily. So that’s why 

there’s movement restrictions, to try to stop this new variant from 

spreading.   

 

AM: When did you first know about the new variant? 

MH: I found out last Friday afternoon. 

AM: Only last Friday afternoon? We’ve just heard that WHO for 

instance knew there was a new variant about in September. They 

didn’t know how infectious it  was but it was known about in 

September.  

MH: I don’t think that’s quite right. 

AM: We’ve just heard from the WHO itself. 

MH: I listened to the interview and I’ll explain what happened and 

who knew what when as far as we know it.  It’s that in October 

they spotted the new variant from a sample that had been taken 

in September and then in just over a week ago this patter was 

spotted in Kent where it  was growing fast.  So I was told about 

the new variant last Friday and as you know, we brought in 

further restrictions last weekend, brought them into force on 

Monday, Tuesday as a result.   Then we only knew that there was 

a new variant and it was in the parts of the country where things 

were growing fast that there was a correlation. On Friday 

afternoon the scientists came and said, we now know there’s a 

causality and that it spreads up to 70% faster. And it’s the 

causality that is the great worry. 
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AM: So here is the problem with what you’ve said. The problem 

with what you said is what the Prime Minister told the country at 

his press conference yesterday. He said, and I quote: “We were 

very puzzled during the November the 5th to December the 3rd 

autumn measures by why Tier 3 system wasn’t delivering results 

in Kent, and a couple of other places. Clearly there was something 

going on.”  Did you not think there was something going on?  

MH: Yes, and that’s why – 

AM: So you knew there was a problem? 

MH: Yes and let me precisely –  

AM: I’m sorry to jump in. 

MH: No I’m going to answer – I’ll answer the question, Andrew 

since you asked it. And really really precisely. Because of the 

continued rise in cases in Kent we therefore looked in detail at 

what was going on in Kent and Susan Hopkins who you had on 

the programme earlier was working to look at the  new strains in 

Kent to see whether there were clusters. It was because of that 

work that this was spotted and only because of the massive 

gnomic surveillance effort that we have in this country, built on 

our very strong gnomic science, that we were  able to spot this. 

So that was then brought to Ministers’ attention last Friday. So  

 

AM: Before last Friday  you were puzzled.  You knew something 

was going on but you decided to end the lockdown anyway. Now 

the question then is why you ignored so many other sources of 

medical and scientific alarm about what you were doing, ending 

the lockdown.   Chris Hopkins last Sunday of NHS Providers said: 

“If the infection rates remain as high as they are at the moment, 

relaxing the restrictions will trigger a third wave.” And then on 

Tuesday, the British Medical Journal said: “We believe the 

government is about to blunder into another major error that will 

cost many lives.” So people were warning you about the rates and 

yet you weren’t doing  much about it. And then on Wednesday 

this happened.   Let’s look at the Prime Minister in the House of 

Commons.  
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(clip) 

“PM: Mr Speaker, I wish he’d have the guts just to say what he 

really wants to do which is to cancel the plans people have made 

and cancel Christmas. That’s what – I think that’s what he’s 

driving at, Mr Speaker.  He’s looking a bit blank.” 

 

AM: Don’t you feel a bit embarrassed about that? That looks like 

 playing politics at a time when the Prime Minister knew that the 

pandemic was spreading faster.  

MH: Well last weekend, after we found out about the new variant 

but before we knew that it transmitted faster, we brought in 

further measures precisely following, as you were saying, the NHS 

requirement. And of course we don’t want to cancel Christmas and 

I think the Archbishop of Canterbury just spoke very movingly 

about how Christmas is not cancelled, it will be different this year. 

We don’t want to take any of these measures but it’s our duty to 

take them when the evidence is clear and the evidence became 

clear on Friday and in fact the evidence was brought to us as 

Ministers at 3 o’clock on Friday, the Prime Minister made the 

statement at 4 o’clock on Saturday. As it happens this is one of 

the fastest decisions I’ve seen in government to go from the 

evidence of this 70%, up to 70% increased transmission to putting 

in this action. Very difficult decision taken extraordinarily quickly. 

And all of these challenges are essentially based on the fact this is 

an unprecedented situation. 

 

AM: But why as a government have you been gloating and 

mocking the Opposition for asking for stricter measures at a time 

when you’re about to do it yourself? 

MH: Well I don’t think anybody’s been gloating. 

AM: That’s what that clip looked like to a lot of people. 
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MH: Well I don’t think that’s true. I think what we’ve been doing is 

addressing an unprecedented situation with both the firmness 

that’s needed but also understanding the other consequences of 

the actions that we take. You know when we take an action like 

this and when we put in place restrictions like this  we know the 

huge impact that has on people’s lives and you know, I had to call 

my mum last night and say I’m really sorry but we’re not going to 

see you at Christmas, just like so many other people did. And so I 

get that side of things as well. 

 

AM: Can I put it to  you, Matt Hancock, what is really annoying 

people this morning is not what happened yesterday particularly, 

which people do understand, but it’s what the government  was 

saying before. After that exchange with Keir Starmer the Prime 

Minister was still calling up on people, you were still calling up on 

people to self isolate for five days before having their jolly 

Christmas at home. Lots and lots of people, you know, closed the 

white van, parked it up, or left their offices and went home and 

self isolated so that they could go forward with the Christmas 

plans which your government had told them specifically they could 

have.  They were promised a certain kind of Christmas, they 

listened to you and they did it. And that was a huge, huge 

mistake, was it not? You have taken away the hopes of an awful 

lot of people for their Christmas and you didn’t need to do it this 

way.  

MH: I think that the mistake would be to ignore new scientific 

evidence and all the way through this crisis we’ve been trying to 

learn as much as we possibly can and then balance the incredibly 

difficult decisions between the impact of the action that we have 

to take to save lives and the impact of  not acting. And, you know, 

there are no easy answers. There are no easy options. In fact 

that’s not just true of us in government, that’s true of all of us and 

we’ve got to get through this together and I’m sure that we can. 
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 AM: How much have you really learned though, because the 

whole way through this we’ve been – there’s a pattern of over-

promising, a boosterism of optimism. You know, we’re going to 

get rid of it all in 12 weeks, it’s going to be over by Christmas, it’s 

going to be a normal Christmas, we’re going to get there, we’re 

going to get there. It’s as if this government is too scared, too 

cowardly to give people the really hard news when they need to 

hear it. And then last week there was a kind of U-turn and a 

squeak of brakes, and it’s too late and it feels chaotic, as it did 

yesterday. 

MH: Well, I simply think that’s completely wrong. I’m sitting here 

and telling you – and the prime minister yesterday told the nation 

– that we have to bring in an effective lockdown in large swathes 

of England because of a new variant strain that’s being seen here 

and in some other countries around the world in order to save 

lives, and we’re saying that we don’t know how long these 

measures are going to be in place. It may be for some time, until 

we can get the vaccine going. That isn’t an easy thing to say. 

These things are not straightforward. And I totally understand 

how people are frustrated at the situation and disappointed, of 

course I do, but also if – I’ll just finish my answer, thank you. 

People are feeling cross, frustrated and in many cases angry, and 

the reason that we all have to come together to get through this is 

because collectively we all face the same enemy, and now it’s – 

with this new strain it’s a more difficult task than it was. And the 

best way through that is for people to look out for each other and 

support each other and all come together to take the action that’s 

necessary. Not taking the easy and sometimes, you know, pushing 

at the boundaries, but everybody living within the restrictions that 

unfortunately we have to have in place so that we can get through 

this with as few fatalities as possible whilst the vaccine can come 

and change this for good. 

 

AM: So you feel that I’m being unfair when I characterise the 

government’s behaviour. Let me ask you about what’s happened 
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with schools, which is a specific example. Because on Monday the 

Education Secretary threatened London boroughs whose schools 

were wanting to move to online teaching only with the law. He 

said he was going to take the law against them and that they 

must change their position. And he said, ‘it’s simply not in 

children’s best interests to close their doors.’ And then on 

Thursday his Minister told all schools to move to online teaching 

and close their doors. Again it seems extraordinary behaviour. 

MH: Well, no, that’s not a reflection of what happened. I’m afraid, 

Andrew, you’re mischaracterising it.  

AM: In what way? 

MH: In the way that our goal is to bring schools back in January 

with a big testing regime, and that means we need a staggered 

start in order to test people with the coronavirus test. But of 

course there are some years – 

AM: Sorry, this is a testing regime which testers say they just 

cannot deliver. Nicola Mason, who’s head of school at Chase 

Terrace Academy in Staffordshire says she very much wants to do 

the testing system, but she says, and I quote: ‘this government 

has at the very last minute again literally broken the teachers. The 

guidance is way too late to plan effectively. If we need to recruit 

volunteers by the 4th January, that is impossible.’  

MH: I’m afraid, Andrew, it’s not impossible, and I can tell you why, 

because it’s already happening in some schools where we’ve been 

piloting this. And there are three weeks between now and the 

start of term and I appreciate that like so many people in the NHS 

there is going to have to be some work over the Christmas break. 

That’s absolutely fine. And I’ll tell you what: there are head 

teachers around the country who are desperate to do their part to 

get as much education as is possible and to do it safely. So of 

course, in a massive system like the school system you can always 

find somebody who’s going to complain. The vast majority, I tell 

you, want to educate children and to make sure they’re safe and 

use the testing regime that we now have in place to make that 
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happen And I know the Education Secretary is working incredibly 

hard on this.  

AM: Are schools going to open in January as normal? 

MH: Throughout there have been noises off from people in all 

sorts of parts of the response we’ve had, all sorts, and out task is 

to try to weave a line through the incredibly difficult decisions 

where there’s no easy options on either side. 

 

AM: I certainly think there are no easy options. I’ll ask you again 

are schools going to open as normal in January or not? 

MH: Well, as I was saying, the plan is not for normal opening. It’s 

for a staggered start in order to ensure that there’s testing so that 

we can isolate the children who are positive and therefore keep 

people safe. 

 

AM: Is it possible they will close again as they did in the first 

lockdown? 

MH: Well, you know, I’ve learned not to rule anything out in this 

pandemic. But the plan is for schools to open with the staggered 

start that we’ve described. 

 

AM: How many people have been vaccinated so far? 

MH: Well, as of eight o’clock yesterday morning it was 350,000. 

And so I’m hoping – and it’s not a target – I’m hoping that by the 

end of this weekend across the UK as a whole we should be at 

around half a million. 

 

AM: Because you said millions by the end of the year. You’re not 

going to hit that target are you? 

MH: Yes, I was talking about there’d be millions of doses delivered 

by the end of the year. I misspoke in that quote and I said 

vaccinated, I meant vaccines delivered to the country. And we’ve 

been clear about that. 
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AM: Okay. Do you think the AstraZeneca vaccine is going to be 

authorised before the year’s over? 

MH:  Well, I really hope so, Andrew. But it’s for the independent 

regulator and I don’t want to put any pressure on them one way 

or the other. But just like the Pfizer vaccine the AstraZeneca 

Oxford vaccine will be a huge boost to the nation. 

 

AM: Alright. One final question: is this really a responsible time to 

leave the European Union without a trade deal? Given everything 

that’s going on, everything facing the country, is it responsible, is 

it right? 

MH: Well, I really hope not. But at the same time the EU have 

recently, in the last couple of weeks, put in place some – what I 

think are unreasonable demands into a negotiation that previously 

had been going well and coming towards a conclusion. Especially, 

as you say, with all the problems that are going on, on the 

continent as well as here, in the EU where they have very serious 

problems as well. I hope that the EU moves on its unreasonable 

demands that I don’t think anybody could reasonably accept, and 

then we can get a deal and a trade deal – because we’ve already 

got a deal for leaving. But we’re ready whatever’s necessary. 

 

AM: People are beginning to ask whether you’re up to this job. 

Charles walker, the Deputy Vice Chairman of the 1922 Committee 

has suggested that you might resign.  

MH: Well, I know that Charles is very upset at the measures that 

we’ve had to bring in, and he has been throughout, and I 

understand that and I understand where he’s coming from. But 

unfortunately these measures are absolutely necessary to save 

lives, and you know, if you hear from the NHS – (AM:..) - well, of 

course I’m dealing with a global pandemic in the best way that we 

possibly can, with huge pressures already on the NHS, with case 

rates that are climbing, and we must take action no matter how 

uncomfortable we find it. 
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AM: Alright, Matt Hancock thanks very much for coming in to talk 

to us. 

(ends) 

 

 

 


