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AM: Mark Harper, Chairs the Covid Recovery Group of 

Conservative backbench MPs who are calling on ministers to lift all 

domestic legal restrictions by the end of April. He joins me now. 

Mark Harper, welcome. What do you want to see from Boris 

Johnson tomorrow to make you a happy man? 

MH: Well I suppose Andrew – good morning from the Forest of 

Dean. I suppose really what we set out in our letter to the Prime 

Minister last week which is once you’ve protected the top foremost 

vulnerable groups which we’ve now vaccinated and their 

vaccinations become effective by March 8th, we want to start that 

unlocking process and the most important thing is that we get all 

our children back to school so that their futures are no longer 

damaged. And then, as you’ve already discussed in the paper 

review, and I’d actually say it was a fairly cautious approach  that 

we’re taking because after all we’re talking about getting rid of 

restrictions at the end of April, which isn’t for another two and a 

half months, once you’ve vaccinated the top 9 groups that means 

you’ve protected groups that account for 99% of the deaths so far 

and over 80% of hospitalisations. We think that’s the point that 

restrictions should be lifted. And that between those two dates 

you have a cautions relaxing between the two. Step by step, we 

think that’s sensible and we’re very driven by the science. It’s 

about reducing deaths, reducing hospitalisations through the 

fantastic roll out of the vaccine and of course the targets that have 

been changed today reflect that pace of vaccine roll out, so those 

targets reflect the fantastic performance of the NHS. 
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AM: Given the speed of the vaccine roll out, which is faster than 

we expected, does that mean that you’d like to see restrictions 

ended earlier than the end of April, in other words mid-April or 

early April? 

MH:  I think we’d be perfectly comfortable sticking to our original 

timetable. It was based on the vaccine roll out. You could be a 

little more cautious than say that now the government’s said that 

it’s definitely going to get those top 9 groups done by the middle 

of April, give that two or three weeks for the vaccination 

effectiveness to kick in and then I think you’re still staying pretty 

cautions saying the end of April. So I’d be comfortable with 

sticking to that timetable rather than going any faster. 

 

AM: I’ve been talking to Professor John Edmunds, the SAGE 

Adviser who is concerned that opening all schools together next 

month could see the R rate rising above one. Are you concerned 

about that? 

MH: Well, I think the important thing is, Andrew, it was just over a 

week ago actually that the Health Secretary you’ve got on your 

programme later said in the House of Commons that actually 

infection rates weren’t something that the government was now 

looking at because of course vaccination breaks the link between 

people getting infected with Covid and people becoming seriously 

ill, hospitalised and tragically some of them dying. So the 

important thing is as you roll out the vaccine you’re driving down 

the serious disease, hospitalisation and death and that way I think 

you can safely open schools because we’ve protected the most 

vulnerable people who are vulnerable for Covid an once you’ve 

done the top 9 groups, and it’s not just everyone over 50 

remember, it’s everyone over 16 with a health condition that 

makes them vulnerable to Covid, you’re delivering that protecting, 

saving lives, protecting the NHS not from us all staying at home, 

but from the vaccination. 
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AM: There may be a slightly perilous period ahead when there are 

large numbers of younger adults who haven’t been vaccinated and 

amongst whom the virus is still circulating and potentially 

mutating. Patrick Vallance, who’s the Chief Scientists says: “The 

lower you get the numbers of infections the lower the chance you 

get mutations.” That’s right, isn’t it? 

MH: Well it’s two things. First of all Patrick Vallance has said we’re 

never going to get rid of Covid. It’s going to be endemic. And Neil  

Ferguson who many people call ‘Professor Lockdown,’ has said if 

you try and get down to near zero Covid, either zero Covid or try 

and eliminate it entirely you’re effectively going to be in a 

lockdown forever and I don’t think that’s acceptable. On the point 

about variants, which is an important point, it’s worth 

remembering all of the vaccines protect against serious disease 

and hospitalisation, death, against all of the variants and the point 

I would make is given that you’ve got a significant amount of virus 

circulating around the world, we’re not going to be able to stop 

variants getting here. The way you protect against variants is our 

fantastic genomic sequencing programme and the fact that all of 

our vaccine developers will respond to changes in the virus by 

altering the vaccine. That’s the way you protect against variants. 

If we’re going to say we’re so worried about a future variant that 

might not be susceptible to the vaccine that’s a recipe for never 

unlocking our economy and our society and I don’t think that’s 

really an acceptable proposition. 

 

AM: It sounds to me rather as if those people who expect some 

Conservative MPs to rebel against the government for not going 

far enough are out of date. That broadly speaking you are now on 

the same page as Boris Johnson. 

MH: Well look, I don’t know what he’s going to set out tomorrow 

and we’ve seen lots of things in the newspapers but I mean the 

Cabinet hasn’t seen these proposals yet so I’d rather wait to see 

what he announces tomorrow. We’ve set out our view which is we 

think once you’ve vaccinated the top 9 groups, the people that 
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account for the bulk of the deaths and hospitalisations from Covid, 

the most vulnerable, which will now be the  government said by 

the middle of April, so allow a couple of weeks for those 

vaccinations to become effective, we think by the end of April the 

case for domestic legal restrictions limiting what people can do fall 

away and we think at that point people should be able to get on 

with their lives. The government may still give them help and 

advice and there may be things people do voluntarily but the legal 

restrictions should fall away at the end of April. 

 

AM: So the current legislation ends on the 31st of March. If you 

don’t get what you want are you prepared to vote against the 

government and the vote goes down? 

MH: Well  look, I’d rather take a more optimistic view which is I’m 

hoping what the Prime Minister announces tomorrow will be 

something that I and my colleagues can support. So let’s just wait 

and see Andrew, shall we and see what the Prime Minister brings 

forward. I hope we can support it and I wrote to him and 63 of 

my colleagues wrote to him in that spirit of unity and let’s see if 

we can get that when he announces his proposals in the House of 

Commons tomorrow. 

 

ENDS  


