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AM: Mairead McGuinness is a European Commissioner and former 

Vice-President of the European Parliament. Commissioner, can I 

ask you, is the EU seriously going to try to stop vaccines being 

exported to Britain? 

MM: Well, good morning Andrew. I think it’s quite interesting the 

reaction to facts that were put on the table this week, because the 

European Union, as I heard from your contributors, are being 

accused of vaccine nationalism. In fact we could be accused of 

vaccine internationalism because we have exported to 31 

countries, including the United Kingdom. And I think what’s 

terribly important this week, as you say, there is an increase in 

infections across Europe, alarming for everybody. But the leaders 

will meet this week and they will make an assessment of the 

current situation, about the rollout of vaccines, and perhaps make 

decisions. But as the President of the Commission said herself, 

everything is on the table but there is no decision. It was really 

important that we found out what was happening in relation to 

vaccine production. I think we are the first bloc, if you like, to 

collect this information. And you know, the world is going to live 

with covid, unfortunately, for much longer than this year as I hear 

the experts speaking. So we do need to have a global view of 

where vaccines are being produced, and indeed the actual supply 

chain of the various raw materials that go into the vaccine. So I 

think we have put everything on the table, we’ve been open and 

transparent and we invite other stakeholders globally to do the 

same.  

 

AM: But you haven’t ruled out blocking the vaccines going into 

Britain. Your boss, Ursula Von der Leyen said yesterday, ‘we have 
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the option of banning a planned export.’ That’s the message to 

AstraZeneca. So it could happen.  

MM: Well, I think the AstraZeneca saga is well told at this stage 

and is hugely disappointing. And European citizens are growing 

angry and upset at the fact that the vaccine rollout has not 

happened as rapidly as we had anticipated. Both the EU and the 

UK have contracts with AstraZeneca, but my understanding is that 

the company is supplying the UK but not the European Union. We 

are supplying, you know, the UK with other vaccines, so I think 

this is about openness and transparency and addressing citizens’ 

concerns. It’s about nothing else. And this idea of wars and, you 

know, nationalism, are really what we want to stress and take that 

off the table. Europe has been international in its approach on 

vaccines. We’re also one of the biggest donors to Covax, so that 

the developed world can also get access to vaccines. And I think 

your introduction to this item speaks of the truth that the world 

will not be safe unless everyone is safe, and we all want to see 

people getting vaccinated, in my own member state, in the UK. I 

mean, it really is fantastic, it lifts our spirits, but we need to know 

what our production capacity is. We will be ramping up production 

within the European Union for the medium and long term, 

because I think if this pandemic passes there will be others. 

 

AM: I’m sorry, but you are not ruling out banning the export of 

vaccines to the UK. You yourself mentioned the components of 

vaccines. The danger is this, surely, is that the UK then bans some 

to the lipids and ingredients for, for instance, the Pfizer vaccine. 

What would be the impact on the health of EU citizens if that 

happened? 

MM: Well, you’re asking me to make a decision that is not for me 

to make. It is a decision of the leaders of the European Union who 

meet on Thursday, who will decide what to do. And you’re 

absolutely right, I’ve made the same point, that we are 

interconnected here, and Europe has been incredibly open when it 

comes to exports. Over 40 million vaccines have been exported, 
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so one in four or more have been exported from the European 

Union’s production sites. So we didn’t engage in any nationalism, 

we’ve been international. So I really think that’s an important part. 

Equally important is to listen to the World Health Organisation, 

and maybe after this putting facts on the table other stakeholders 

could do the same, and I think that would be a great service to 

citizens who are very anxious at the moment. 

 

AM: One of the things that strikes a lot of people in the UK is that 

inside the EU there are something like 50 million unused doses of 

vaccine sitting in warehouses and in fridges, and people wonder 

why, given that, you can’t simply use those vaccines. Sir John Bell, 

who is a very eminent scientist at Oxford says that the EU policy, 

given the surge in cases around the EU, given the increase in 

variants, is, in his words, crackers. 

MM: Well, I’ve read those comments, and look, frankly none of us 

have had a great covid. I think all of us should put our hands up 

and say we were not prepared for this global pandemic, we did 

not do our best at the beginning, but we are doing our best now 

to protect our citizens. And I think that’s exactly where Europe is 

focused on, is on protecting our citizens, and once everyone is 

protected we are safe. So I think that we all need to, if you like, 

calm down, look very, if you like, dispassionately at the situation 

around the raw materials for vaccines, around where they’re 

produced and how we might ramp up that production. But more 

importantly, and I think lots of experts are saying this, that we 

have to prepare for a potential other variant, because we know 

that the UK variant has spread widely and it’s harder to actually, if 

you like, treat, but also it causes more rapid transmission. We 

have to be prepared for, if you like, the what if another variant 

arises that is more difficult and we need another vaccine? So look, 

in the whole of this discussion, controversy and, you know, 

opinion I think we have to, if you like, let wiser counsel prevail 

here. But it interesting how when facts are put on the table 

different opinions are formed on those facts, and everyone is 
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entitled to their opinion but not their own facts. We have put our 

facts clearly on the table. 

AM: Well, that’s a very, very good point to make. Which leads me 

to President Macron, who has said some very inflammatory things 

about the AstraZeneca vaccine in particular, questioning its 

efficacy. You have a real problem inside the EU of what’s called 

vaccine hesitancy, people being reluctant to take, in particular, the 

AstraZeneca vaccine. Do you think those comments were 

irresponsible? 

MM: Look, I actually don’t agree with you that there’s a lot of 

vaccine hesitancy. It is interesting, before vaccines became 

available a lot of people were hesitant, but when the vaccine was 

rolled out and we saw its efficacy people then wanted to be 

vaccinated. I don’t speak for any leader of the European Union. I 

think they speak very well for themselves. But we all know that 

vaccination works and we need to persuade everyone to be 

vaccinated so that everyone is safe. 

 

AM: Could I just jump if for a second, because there was a poll 

conducted in March, the middle of this month, conduced my EMA, 

suggesting that only 20 per cent of French people trusted the 

AstraZeneca vaccine, and that followed their President saying, and 

I quote, ‘everything points to thinking it is quasi-ineffective on 

people older than 65.’ I suggest to you those two facts could be 

connected. 

MM: Yeah, but you’re fighting a battle that we don’t need to fight 

here, because the European Medicines Agency has absolutely said 

with great clarity this week that the AstraZeneca vaccine works, 

and we are now rolling it out across the member states. Of course 

we are not, in the Commission, responsible for how member 

states roll out vaccines, that is the responsibility of the member 

state. But I know from the member state I come from, yesterday 

appointments were being made, people were coming in, getting 

the AstraZeneca vaccine and very happy to do that. I mean, I 

think in all of the minutiae of some of these conversations we’re 
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forgetting the big picture here, that the world has literally been 

stopped turning in the last year and that all of the things we took 

for granted as citizens: free movement, summer holidays, I mean, 

what are there? Or a meal out, or being able to visit my family? All 

of these things have been literally destroyed because of an 

invisible virus, and we were not ready for it, and I say that 

globally as opposed to Europe, and we have learnt the hard 

lesson. We need to  invest both in public health, in pharmaceutical 

supply chains. It’s also interesting, and I looked at the UK 

government’s website this morning, that over 100 pharmaceutical 

products cannot be exported from the United Kingdom, and one 

could describe that perhaps as vaccine nationalism. But obviously 

it’s the United Kingdom wanting to have treatments for its own 

citizens. So I think we have to be very careful of accusations on 

one side or the other. Europe puts its facts on the table and again 

we invite others to do the same.  

 

AM: We all have to lower the temperature, and in that context let 

me ask you about the Northern Ireland protocol, where the British 

government wants to extend the grace period by six months to 

help consumers in Northern Ireland, and that would allow new 

arrangements to be put in place. And in response to that the EU 

Commission is taking the British government to court. Is that not a 

disproportionate and aggressive response? 

MM: I think you’re missing an important piece of the jigsaw, 

Andrew, if I may say so. The United Kingdom took a decision by 

itself to extend deadlines to at least October of this year. No 

discussion, no phone call to my colleague, Vice-President Sefcovic 

who’s responsible for all of this. So heads did turn. We are obliged 

to respond, when an international treaty is not complied with, we 

have to respond legally in the only way we know possible. But 

we’re also aware that we have to discuss the details and work to 

solutions. And if I may say the Withdrawal Agreement, including 

the protocol on Ireland and Northern Ireland, and I know it 

personally and passionately, you know, it was difficult to 
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negotiate. Boris Johnson signed it and sealed it but he hasn’t 

delivered on it. And I think there needs to be some honesty 

around what was signed up to. Europe was very clear and we 

understand that Boris Johnson was also aware and clear of the 

consequences. However, commentaries since the signing have 

suggested otherwise, including comments from the Northern 

Ireland Secretary. So look, we’re in a difficult place, but we are 

equal partners and we will have to sit down, hopefully as you 

suggest, reduce the temperature, and find solutions, because 

business knows no borders. The businesspeople in Northern 

Ireland want a solution. And if fact there was time last year to find 

that solution, but it wasn’t used. We need to know that there will 

be a road map and the time that the UK has unilaterally taken will 

be used to change the situation and prepare for the new reality.  

 

AM: So this is really a question about trust. Your old colleague and 

friend Simon Coveney has said the problem is that the EU simply 

cannot trust the British government at the moment. Now, in that 

context, is this issue, and indeed the vaccine argument, going to 

bleed over into your responsibility, which is financial services and 

meant that it’s harder to get a deal about the City of London’s 

future working inside the EU going forward? There’s a 

memorandum of understanding meant to be coming out later this 

week, has the political atmosphere of mistrust and difficulty at the 

moment started to infect that? 

MM: Well, could I just say I’ve a very cool head and a warm heart 

and I know that we are duty bound to have a memorandum of 

understanding with the United Kingdom, and there’s good news 

on that front. Our services are working really well together, there’s 

a meeting tomorrow and I’m very hopeful that we will have a 

memorandum of understanding agreed. And notwithstanding all of 

those other components, I certainly do not put them into the one 

basket and therefore come out with a different point of view. My 

responsibility in my role is financial stability. We took decisions at 

the end of last year, equivalence decisions with the United Kingdo, 
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to ensure financial stability. But the United Kingdom chose, very 

deliberately, to leave the single market, and therefore UK firms 

lost all of their passporting rights in the European Union. And I will 

be clear on two things: one is we will be sitting down with the 

United Kingdom to work through some of the areas that need to 

be dealt with, but we will not be recreating the conditions of the 

single market for the United Kingdom because the UK chose to 

leave. And I know the City of London in the beginning was 

concerned about that, so what I deal with are the realities on the 

ground now, but in terms of action the first phase is going well, 

the memorandum. I would say though, your point is reasonable, 

in so far as between vaccines, Brexit and etc, you could say that 

it’s a difficult time, but we’re all involved in doing the right thing 

for our citizens and that’s what I intend to do. 

 

AM: Mairead McGuinness, it’s been a pleasure talking to you, 

thanks very so much for joining us today. 

(ends) 

 


