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AM: Matt Hancock joins me now. Matt Hancock, we were just 

discussing the High Court case that you have lost. You have 

broken the law. Can I ask you about that? The High Court has 

ruled that you acted unlawfully by not publishing contracts quickly 

enough that your departments got during the coronavirus 

pandemic. And these are contracts that were worth millions and 

millions of pounds, sometimes hundreds of millions of pounds. 

Would you like to take this opportunity to apologise to people for 

that ? 

MH: Well, thanks Andrew. I could hear the discussion you’ve just 

had, and as was set out it’s really clear what this court case is and 

isn’t about. The court case did not find that there was a problem 

with any of the contracts. What it found is that whilst of course 

contracts like this need to be published – and we published all of 

the details that are required – you’re supposed to do that within 

30 days, and on average in the height of the pandemic we did that 

within 47 days. So we were just over a fortnight late on average 

with this publication. And the reason for that is because my team 

were working seven days a week, often 18 hours a day, to get 

hold of the equipment that was saving lives. 

 

AM: I understand that but – I’m sorry to interrupt, Matt Hancock. 

As you know, some of those contracts were nonetheless highly 

controversial. And the judge himself, Lord Justice Chamberlain, 

says that you spent – and I quote – ‘vast quantities of public 

money on pandemic-related procurements. The public were 

entitled to see who this money was going to, what it was being 

spent on and how the relevant contracts were awarded.’ He’s 

absolutely right isn’t he? 
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MH: He’s 100 per cent right. And I think absolutely possible. The 

technical issue is that we were just over a fortnight late on 

average with the publication of these things, and the reason for 

that is the reason that I back my team up 100 per cent on. They 

were totally focused on saving lives. And if you just remember 

back, Andrew, just remember back –  

AM: I know the situation was – 

MH: - the situation was that we were very, very tight on PPE, and 

thanfully, thanks to the incredible work of my team, we didn’t 

have a national shortage of PPE, and that was because they spent 

all of their time buying lifesaving equipment. Even though the 

paperwork was a little bit late. 

 

AM: Listen, we both know that some of these contracts were 

controversial at the time and subsequently. My question is if you 

think that the judge was right, if you think this is really just a 

technical issue, why did you spent £200,000 of public money 

fighting the case in the first place? Wasting that money. 

MH: Well, if you ask why people have raised a case like this on 

this matter, a perfectly reasonable question to ask, but of course 

the government has to defend its position because what we did 

was we did what was right, which was to buy lifesaving equipment 

as fast as we possibly could and then of course to make the 

required publications. If you remember, the global trade in PPE – 

AM: I’m sorry, the question is was it the right PPE, were these the 

right companies, did they provide value for money, and was their 

equipment good enough. And there’ve been questions about all of 

that. The National Audit Office whose report preceded all of this, 

have said that there was a special, as it were, fast track lane for 

people who had contacts with politics and government, and that 

such organisations were ten times likelier to get the contracts. And 

that has led many people to think there is something wrong here, 

something fundamentally wrong going on in the way these 

contracts were awarded. 
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 MH: No. As you say, and as you said in your response to your 

earlier interview, who was making all sorts of false allegations, the 

National Audit Office found that all of these contracts were 

awarded in an appropriate way, and of course we fast-tracked the 

leads that we thought were most likely to be able to get hold of 

the stuff fastest, and they did that, as you’ve just read out.  

AM: I’m sorry, let me read to you something else from the 

National Audit Office report, because this is quoting directly from 

them. And they said that your actions – and I quote – ‘diminished 

public transparency and the lack of adequate documentation 

means we cannot give assurance that the government has 

adequately mitigated the increased risks arising from emergency 

procurement or applied appropriate commercial practises in all 

cases.’ That’s the National Audit Office basically saying you did not 

give them the information that allowed them to take the 

judgement you’ve been talking about. 

MH: Andrew, as the National Audit Office said in the quote you’ve 

just read out, this was an emergency situation. My team worked 

so hard and they were successful in ensuring that there was never 

a national shortage of PPE. I back them every step of the way, 

and any Secretary of State would. And the whole nation should 

be, and I think actually in very large part is, incredibly grateful for 

the work they’ve done because we’ve saved lives. Now, of course 

there’s loose ends that need tying up, but what is most important 

in the middle of a pandemic is you do everything you can to save 

lives. Like, for instance, the subject that we’re talking about today, 

which is the absolutely superb vaccine rollout and the ability now 

to be able to set more advanced targets – again because my team 

have worked so hard and done so well, no matter what the 

naysayers say. 

 

AM: So you have nothing to apologise for at all despite losing the 

case and being legally in breach of the law? 

MH: Look, people can make up their own view about whether I 

should have told my team to stop buying PPE and spend the time 
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bringing forward those transparency returns by just over a 

fortnight, or whether I was right to buy the PPE and get it to the 

frontline. You tell me that that’s wrong. You can’t. And the reason 

you can’t is because it was the right thing to do. And legal cases 

about timings of transparency returns are completely second order 

compared to saving lives, and there is no Health Secretary in 

history who would have taken the view that they needed to take 

people off the project of buying PPE in order to ensure that nine 

months later the Health Secretary wouldn’t have a slightly bumpy 

interview on the Marr Programme. It’s not what it’s about, 

Andrew. It’s about doing the right thing. 

 

AM: Bumpy interviews on the Marr Programme are always what 

it’s about. Now, I spoke to Jo Wiley a few moments ago and she’s 

been in a very, very distressing situation with her sister who has 

learning disabilities and diabetes and is now in hospital suffering 

from covid. Jo was offered a vaccination before her sister, and 

many people, including Mencap, believe that people with learning 

disabilities in particular have been rather under-catered for during 

this pandemic emergency and we’re doing enough for such 

people. What do you say? 

MH: Well, I feel very, very strongly about this, and my heart goes 

out to Jo and to her sister and her whole family. And it’s such a 

difficult situation and it should remind us all that even though the 

numbers who are suffering from covid is going down, thankfully – 

AM: Do you not find it odd that she was offered the vaccine before 

her sister? 

MH: Yes, so I was coming onto that. So it is very important that 

we follow clinical advice in terms of the order of prioritisation 

which we have done throughout. And in group six, as it’s called, 

that’s where we vaccinate both those with learning disabilities and 

also their carers. And that group is being vaccinated right now.  

AM: I’m sorry to jump in one more time but that is the case for 

people with severe learning disabilities. People with mild to 

moderate learning disabilities are right at the bottom of the list at 
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the moment, and yet according to Mencap they are 6.3 times 

likelier to suffer from covid than the population generally, and 

likelier to die as well. In other words, I’m putting to you there is a 

particular problem with people with learning disabilities that 

perhaps we have been overlooking as a country. 

MH: Well, that group are now being offered vaccines as we speak. 

AM: Not mild to moderate. 

MH: I felt so strongly about this that when the JCBI, the 

independent group of clinicians, when they came forward with 

their prioritisation, their draft prioritisation, I asked them to go and 

check again on this precise point, and they did and they came 

forward with the prioritisation according to how you save most 

deaths most quickly. And I think that is reasonable way of doing 

it. So we followed the clinical advice, but my heart goes out to the 

Wiley family. It just is such an awful situation. 

 

AM: Have you seen data yet that shows the vaccines actually stop 

transmission? 

MH: Well, I’m absolutely delighted that the vaccine rollout is going 

so well. We have seen early data that there’s a reduction in 

transmission from those who get the jab. But that is early data 

and there’s more work that’s being done. But we are able from 

today to be able to announce that we will be offering a vaccine to 

all those who are over 50 and in the top nine priority groups by 

the 15th April, and then to all adults by the end of July, and it’s 

because of the success of that vaccine rollout that we’re able to do 

that, and that will have an impact on how quickly we’ll all be able 

to return to normal, which is obviously what everybody wants to 

see. 

 

AM: So what is the impact of that, albeit early, data on 

hospitalisations and deaths? 

MH: Well, again there are signs that the numbers in hospital are 

falling much more sharply than they were in the first wave. 

There’s further analysis to be done on that. But clearly the level is 
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still far too high, that’s why the prime minister will be setting out a 

road map. We can’t list the measures right now, but we can see 

that direction of travel. But it’s not just because of the vaccine, it’s 

because everybody’s been coming forward and getting the 

vaccine, and that incredibly high take-up rate that we’re seeing, 

and especially amongst the over 70s. 

 

AM: Are you comfortable with the fact that all the vaccines we 

have at the moment are effective against all the new variants 

including the South African variant? 

MH: Not yet, no. So the good news is that as of this morning one 

in three of all adults in the whole country have been vaccinated. 

That’s where we’ve got up to this morning. This great news. We 

are confident that the vaccine works effectively against both the 

old strain that’s been here for some time and the so called Kent 

variant which is now the main source of infection in this country.  

We do not yet have the confidence that the vaccine is as effective 

against the South Africa variant and the variant first seen in Brazil, 

but we do think that the measures that we’ve taken, both the 

enhanced contract tracing, really clamping down when you see 

one of these, and the measures at the border are reducing those 

new variants here. 

 

AM: So how many cases of the problematic South African variant 

have we got in this country at the moment? 

MH: Well, in total we’ve seen around 300 but most of those are 

now historic cases from over a month ago. The latest data show 

that there’s around a dozen new ones, so a much, much smaller 

number and each time we find a new one we absolutely clamp 

down it, enhanced contact tracing, testing all those around the 

person who’s tested positive and taking whatever action is 

necessary. 

 

AM: So that sound as if the South African spread is shrinking, is it? 
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MH: I think that’s a good summary, yes, and we’ve also seen 

fewer coming through the borders obviously since we took the 

much firmer measures at the borders meaning that you have to 

have either home or hotel quarantine and hotel quarantine if 

you’ve been in South Africa in the last ten days. 

 

AM: Most of the country is thinking about the summer holidays. 

Grant Shapps, the Transport Secretary says people should not 

book domestic holidays. Boris Johnson, the Prime Minister says it’s 

much too early but you say, I’ve booked a holiday – I don’t know 

if you’ve paid for it  in Cornwall yet. Who should people listen to? 

MH: Well, there’s no actual distinction between the different 

positions, but – 

AM: Well there is between book a holiday and don’t book a 

holiday.  

MH: Well, I booked mine ages ago and I book it because I booked 

the same place as last year as soon as we finished that holiday 

because we enjoyed it so much. So that’s the –  

AM: Have you paid for it? 

MH: What does it matter? I’ve paid a deposit. 

AM; That’s interesting. 

MH: The point is – what I also wanted to you Andrew, is that the 

Prime Minister will be setting out more details on all these things 

in the roadmap published tomorrow, so then hopefully that will 

give our best assessment of the future as we can see it, but of 

course we’ll also remain vigilant and look at the data as we go 

through this. 

 

AM: Just very quickly. Your Advisor John Edmunds says that the R 

rate could rise above one if all schools are reopened on the 8th of 

March. Are you at all concerned about that? 

MH: Well this is another reason why we must stay vigilant. There 

are just under 20,000 people in hospital right now. Thankfully – 

with Covid. Thankfully that number is falling sharply which is good 

but we want to see it go further and we’re going to be vigilant as  
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the effect of all measures on the number of infections and also the 

link from infections to hospitalisations and deaths which we hope 

will be changed by the vaccine.  

 

ENDS  

 


