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AM: I’m joined from Salford by the Shadow Foreign Secretary Lisa 

Nandy. Lisa Nandy, thanks for joining us. This new strain of the 

virus has produced new restrictions. Party politics aside – and I’m 

sure we’ll come to party politics – in terms of the restrictions, do 

you support them? 

LN: Yes. We’ve been asking the government all week to revise the 

Christmas restrictions in light of the new virulent strain of the 

virus, and it is absolutely right that they’ve taken action. We just 

cannot believe that it’s taken so long for them to do it and that 

we’ve had another week of dither and delay while people have 

made Christmas plans that now lie in chaos and the virus has 

spread across the population and we just cannot continue like this. 

We’ve got to start taking this more seriously. It’s just absolutely 

wrong that the prime minister was in the House of Commons 

mocking and ridiculing concerns that were raised by Keir Starmer 

on Wednesday and yet a few days later is forced to accept what 

everybody could see was about to happen, which is that Christmas 

plans were going to have to be restricted. There’s just no way 

round it, we’ve got to keep people safe this Christmas. 

 

AM: Now, they would say – and I’m trying to be fair to all sides – 

they would say we only got the new evidence about how fast this 

new strain spreads on Friday, we took the decision and we 

announced it on the Saturday. You can’t get faster than that. 

LN: Well, we were watching case rates rising at an alarming rate 

in the London and the Southeast for several weeks. Matt Hancock, 

the Health Secretary, knew about this strain last weekend. He 

came to the House of Commons on Monday. Every day this week 

we’ve asked the government to introduce new restrictions and 
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toughen up Christmas plans. Every single day they’ve rejected 

those suggestions. And this is what keeps happening over and 

over again: the prime minister rejects the evidence, he mocks and 

ridicules those who raise concerns, he dithers and delays and then 

at the 11th hour he’s forced to act. This is how a country that has 

pioneering scientists and a healthcare system that is the envy of 

the world ends up with the worst number of deaths in Europe and 

the worst recession in any major economy. 

 

AM: No longer quite true. I think Spain’s worse and possibly Italy 

is as well. But can I just ask you about a specific issue. All the way 

through this Labour has supported the government in the 

determination to keep schools open, no ifs, no buts, schools must 

stay open said Keir Starmer. But now with this new fast-spreading 

strain, are you rethinking that? 

LN: No, we want the government to get mass testing into schools. 

We’ve been asking for that for months, and we haven’t seen much 

progress on that. We had these instructions issued to head 

teachers very late in the day on Friday, which means they’ll be 

working flat out over the school holidays to try and make sure that 

they can safely reopen in a couple of weeks’ time. But children 

need to be in school. If we don’t have plans to get children safely 

back into school, then some children will live with the 

consequences of that for the rest of their lives. And a lot of young 

people have already missed significant amounts of school, and I 

was talking to a head teacher the other day in my constituency 

who said that some children have missed ten out of the last 13 

weeks because of repeated bouts of self-isolation. So we’ve just 

got to get mass testing into schools and get a plan to get children 

safely back into the classroom. 

 

AM: And yet a lot of the head teachers in charge of schools are 

saying it is simply not possible to do this in the time. And a lot of 

people in the unions are saying that it can’t be done. Keven 

Courtney who’s head of the National Education Union says: 
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‘delaying secondary school opening until January 18th would be 

the right thing to do.’ You think he’s wrong? 

LN: I think that he’s right to say that head teachers have been put 

in an impossible situation and that this is really, really difficult for 

them.  

AM: What about delaying until the 18th January? 

LN: But when I speak to most head teachers in my constituency 

what I hear is that they are determined to get schools reopened. 

They just wish that they had a government that was working with 

them rather than at the moment it sounds like the government is 

tripping them up at every turn.  

 

AM: Okay, straightforward answer, do you think that schools 

should delay their opening till the 18th January or not? 

LN: No, we want schools to reopen and children to be back in the 

classroom, but we want to make sure that happens safely and we 

want the government to bring in much more support over the next 

couple of weeks to make sure that schools can do that. We cannot 

have the prime minister go missing in action again. He did it in 

March when the pandemic first started, he did it over the summer 

when we had the worst-hit summer – we need all hands to the 

deck here and just to make sure that we actually do have that 

plan to reopen schools safely in a couple of weeks’ time. 

 

AM: Let’s turn to another leader. Mark Drakeford, who’s the 

Labour leader of Wales - who is responsible for what’s going on 

here, because he says the new spike is, and I quote, ‘the 

summation of small acts of selfishness,’ on the part of the public. 

Do you agree with him? 

LN: My sense actually is that people are trying very, very hard to 

follow the rules. We’ve been in lockdown in the north of England, 

parts of the north of England like mine, since the summer and I 

think people really have tried very, very hard to do the right thing, 

not just to protect themselves but to protect other people as well. 

But it has been very, very confusing over the last few months. 
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We’ve been in and out of lockdown, the rules have changed, and 

this week was a perfect example of the prime minister coming to 

the despatch box on Wednesday making a promise that he knew 

he couldn’t keep about Christmas, ridiculing and dismissing 

concerns and then only to change his mind a couple of days later. 

I think the problem is not the people of this country, I think the 

problem is their government.  

 

AM: So the problem is the government in England and small acts 

of selfishness in Wales? 

LN: No, I don’t accept that. I think the problem is that we have 

this ongoing drumbeat of dither and delay from the government, 

of making bold statements about world beating systems when 

they can’t even make their systems function. That Christmas will 

never be cancelled, we will not criminalise people, it would be 

inhuman, and then suddenly they find that actually the evidence is 

staring them in the face and they’ve got to change their mind. It 

makes life very hard for people. 

 

AM: I’m sorry, when did you, as the Labour Party, say that 

Christmas should, as it were, be cancelled? You never said that did 

you? 

LN: On Monday in the House of Commons the Shadow Health 

Secretary Jonathan Ashworth, asked the Health Secretary to revise 

those plans. On Tuesday Keir Starmer, the leader of the Labour 

Party, wrote to the prime minister and said he would be willing to 

work with him to toughen up Christmas restrictions. On 

Wednesday he urged him to act at the despatch box and was 

mocked for doing so. And on Friday Keir Starmer said that Wales 

showed how serious this had now got and it was absolutely clear 

that the Christmas restrictions must be toughened up. At every 

stage this week those concerns have been dismissed by the 

government only to find on Saturday that they had to change their 

mind. It’s just simply not good enough. 
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AM: Alright, Lisa Nandy, thanks very much indeed for talking to 

us. 

(ends) 

 

 


