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Nick Robinson: Joining me now – not Hugh Pym, he’s not lying 

down now, but the man who would like to be Health Secretary if 

Keir Starmer becomes prime minister. He’s Labour’s John 

Ashworth. We’ll talk about Hugh Pym and two metres in just a 

second, but we ought to have a first word on the rather grim news 

overnight from Reading. Some people will be waking up to this 

news of three dead after what we’re told is not being treated as 

terror-related. What are your thoughts this morning? 

JS: Well, absolutely terrible scenes, and our thoughts are 

obviously with those who have lost loved ones to what looks like a 

horrific murder there in Reading. The police have to look into this, 

obviously. They have to get to the bottom of what was going on, 

and we obviously need to give them all our support and backing, 

and it would be inappropriate for me to speculate about what the 

motivation might be, but of course terrible, terrible scenes. But I’m 

confident the police will deal with it appropriately. 

 

NR: Now, if that had not been all over our front pages what would 

have been is talk of the government changing this two metre rule. 

What we’re told in the Sunday Times is called ‘independence day’ 

on July 4th, when we’re told the pubs will open again and 

restaurants and we’ll even be able to get a haircut as well. Will 

you be celebrating on independence day? 

JA: I’m not sure if I’ll personally be celebrating. I think the broader 

point is that two metres is quite clearly marginally better than one 

metre. But other countries around the world have imposed a one 

metre rule, but those countries that have tended to go for a one 

metre rule have tended to do it as part of a broader combination 

of measures – mitigation measures – I know you don’t like the 
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word, I saw you earlier in the programme saying so. But other 

countries who have gone for one metre rules have usually insisted 

on greater wearing of face masks. They’ve usually provided 

workers who are very public-facing with face shields. They’ve 

usually got a better test and trace system up and running and an 

app up and running in a way we famously haven’t after the 

government abandoned it at the end of the week. So let’s see 

what the government come forward with. We’re prepared to look 

at it carefully, particularly if it’s obviously backed by the science, 

then that’ll be an understandable move. 

 

NR: But this is, in the end, a political judgement isn’t it? It’s no 

longer one for the scientists. Politicians have got to say on the 

balance of risks we’re willing to say to you – even though you may 

be nervous – we’ll drop the two metre rule. Will Labour back that? 

JA: Well, in truth, all these are political judgements in the end. We 

know ministers like to stand up and say they’re following the 

science, but in the end the Chief Medical Officer, SAGE, Chief 

Scientific Adviser present the government with evidence and it is 

the prime minister and ministers who make the final judgement. 

So they’re always political, these judgements, in the end anyway. 

 

NR: They are political and you’re a politician. Indeed, you want to 

be the man taking these sorts of decisions. On the basis of what 

you know, and most of it’s public, there’s no great sort of secret 

dossier out there, it’s public, the information, as you were 

describing, would Labour be prepared to say to the public we’ll 

drop the two metre rule under certain circumstances? 

JA: Yes, under certain circumstances. But we also need to see a 

greater use of face masks, I would have thought. As I said, certain 

staff, workers who are very public-facing in their day-to-day 

actions, perhaps greater use of face shielding and let’s get testing 

and tracing up and running. But there is a broader point which 

we’ve just been hearing: infection rates are coming down, 

although they do appear to be plateau-ing. Hospitalisations are 
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coming down. Death rates, thankfully, are coming down. But this 

still remains a deadly virus. We cannot be complacent. So if we’re 

going to relax some measures we need to make sure other 

mitigation measures are in place.  

 

NR: You’ve been very clear that Labour in the right circumstances 

would support the end of that two metre rule. Would that be 

enough for you to say it is safe for children to go back to school? 

JA: Well, children have been going back to school. 

 

NR: No, but go back to school in full, in all years. 

JA: Well, the reason children aren’t going back to school in full, in 

all years is not because of what the Labour Party said. It’s because 

Gavin Williamson and the government have failed. Now, children 

of key workers have been going back to school since the 

beginning of this crisis, so it’s obviously been safe for them. Now 

other children are beginning to go back to school, in year one and 

very small children, and those schools that have opened their 

doors have obviously put in place measures to ensure the schools 

are safe, like disinfecting the school once a week, social distancing 

measures, protections for teachers. So those schools are obviously 

safe. But we want to work with the government to make sure all 

schools are safe. We want children back in school. 

 

NR: What then needs doing? You were clear on the two metre 

rule, you said, yes, we can back that. So what’s the ‘if’ when it 

comes to school? What do you need to see and hear in the next 

few days so that Labour can get off the fence and say we want 

schools open? 

JA: With respect, we’re not on the fence. We’ve been saying from 

day one we want children in school, because we know it’s hugely 

damaging for children not to be in school. Not only because of 

their ability to get an education, but we know that widening 

educational inequality leads to health inequalities.  
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NR: Yet, Rebecca Long-Bailey, the Shadow Education Secretary, 

said at the beginning of the month, ‘if the government doesn’t 

mandate the reopening of schools, this will be welcomed,’ she 

said. Shouldn’t the Labour Party be saying, ‘this isn’t right, it’s a 

disaster for the people we represent?’ 

JA: Well, it is a disaster for our children not to be in school. Do 

you know, by the age of 30 the most educated people in life are 

likely to live four years longer than the least educated people in 

life. That’s what the statistics show. A lack of educational 

opportunity leads to widening health inequalities. It is core to our 

Labour values to be giving every child a good education. Which is 

why we want our children back in schools. 

 

NR: The prime minister had a bit of fun at your new leader’s 

expense at prime minister’s question time, he said, ‘are they safe 

or not?’ And if it’s about leadership now, your job of course is to 

say of the Tories they’re not giving leadership, but also people will 

look to you for leadership and say, ‘are you willing to stare parents 

in the eye, and teachers, and say we know we’re worried but on 

the basis of what we know we think it is now time to get ready to 

go back to school.’ 

JA: But children are going back to school. The prime minister is 

trying to make it this sort of binary choice. Schools are reopening, 

they’re putting in place measures to ensure that they are safe. We 

know this virus doesn’t tend to transmit as much amongst children 

and doesn’t affect children as much as adults. The key thing is, 

are schools putting in measures to keep the teachers safe, the 

teaching assistants, the support staff? Those schools are doing it. 

So those schools are safe. 

 

NR: Now, another big development this week was this big report 

we saw into why Labour lost. Back in December, at the time of the 

election, you were secretly recorded giving your own explanation. 

It’s the combination, you said, of Corbyn and Brexit. ‘It’s abysmal 

out there. They can’t stand Corbyn and they think Labour’s 
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blocked Brexit.’ Are you tempted today to come in a T-shirt 

saying, ‘I told you so?’ 

JA: Well, I mean, first of all on Jeremy Corbyn. He gave me the 

space to put together a Labour health policy which would have 

brought the waiting lists down in A&E, would have brought the 

cancer waiting lists down, would have ended privatisation, would 

have recruited more staff, and I was proud to fight a general 

election on those policies. 

 

NR: Sure, but the point of your comment – this is not the time to 

be nice Jon Ashworth, you’ve had the worst defeat since the 

1930s – 

JA: Oh, tell me about it. 

NR: - it’s a time to be candid and brutal if necessary isn’t it, and 

say to your party, ‘I told you then and I was right, it was Corbyn 

and Brexit.’ 

JA: Look, let’s be absolutely clear, we got hammered in that 

general election. We’ve lost four general elections in a row. 

Anyone who went on the doorstep knew that we were poorly 

received around issues of leadership, but also that we weren’t 

believed and that the programme we were offering for the country 

was not seen as credible. We’ve got to accept that. But we’ve also 

got to ask ourselves as a party why the Conservative Party has 

increased their vote share four elections in a row now? Why are 

more people voting Tory? Why have Labour people switched to 

Tory? We’ve got to get people that used to vote Labour who now 

vote Tory to come back to us. That’s our challenge. 

 

NR: And a different leader is not enough, this report says. ‘A 

different leader, with Brexit no longer the defining issue,’ they say 

that wouldn’t be sufficient to change Labour’s electoral fortunes 

and it would be a mistake to say so. So let’s have the new 

Ashworth report rather than the Miliband report, what is the 

Ashworth report’s conclusion about how you don’t just do a bit 
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better than you did before, what do you need to do to turn this 

round? 

JA: I think we’ve got to show we’re in touch with the country, that 

we’re putting forward policies that the country wants and needs. 

Policies about, yes, the future of the NHS, obviously. Policies 

about getting our children the best education they possibly can. 

About investing in social care for our elderly, keeping our streets 

safe and investing in policing. 

 

MR: Jon Ashworth, thank you very much indeed for joining us. 

END 

 


