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(Rough transcript, check against delivery) 

 

Robert Jenrick, MP 

Secretary of State for Housing, Communities & Local Government  

 

AM: Robert Jenrick, first of all, who are these people you’re writing 

to and what are you telling them? 

 

RJ: Well good morning.  We’ve taken a further significant step as 

you’ve said, and the Chief Medical Officer, the NHS and local GPs 

have helped us to identify 1.5 million individuals who for specific 

clinical reasons, underlying health conditions, are particularly at 

high risk of Coronavirus, and these individuals will now receive a 

letter from the NHS in the coming days, giving them specific 

guidance and asking them, as soon as possible, to stay at home, 

potentially for 12 weeks or more.  

 

AM: And these are people who’ve been identified by their local 

GPs I assume; this is going to be a slightly alarming letter for a lot 

of people to open.   

 

RJ: It will be, if you’re one of these individuals I understand you’ll 

be very worried and we wouldn’t have done this lightly, we’re 

doing this because it’s absolutely critical to save lives.  We’re also 

aware that these individuals will be thinking about the 

practicalities; how do we get our medicines, how do we interact 

with carers, how do we get food and supplies, how do we stay in 

contact with the outside world; and so at the same time we’ll be 

setting out to them how we’re going to help them.  So they be 

staying at home for a long time, but they shouldn’t feel alone.   

  

And we’re going to do this in a number of ways; medicines are 

going to be delivered through community pharmacists, and food 
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and supplies are going to be delivered through local councils, with 

the support of supermarkets and the Armed Forces, and we’ve set 

up quite a sophisticated community effort to do that.   

 

AM: So people will be getting it, guaranteed food supplies if they 

are self-isolating, to their door, come what may? 

 

RJ: Well if you don’t have family or friends, or neighbours who can 

support you, then we will be contacting those individuals, or they 

can come to us via their local councils, and for those people who 

really need our support, we will do whatever it takes, for as long 

as it takes to get them the supplies delivered to their doorstep so 

they can continue.  

 

AM: The Prime Minister said that we will get this virus, send this 

virus packing, and be turning the tide within 12 weeks; what’s the 

scientific evidence for that? 

 

RJ: Well nobody is pretending that this will be over in 12 weeks.  

What the Prime Minister said, is that if everyone follows the advice 

then we can turn the tide on this virus within that period; and 

that’s the message that we’re delivering again today.   

  

If you stay at home, if you follow the advice from the Chief 

Medical Officer and the scientists, we can protect the NHS and we 

will be able to save lives, but this is on all of us… 

 

AM: I understand that.  

 

RJ: …we all have to play our part now. 

 

AM: I understand that, but the reason I’m asking is a lot of people 

simply want to know, how long this is going to go on.  The Prime 

Minister used ’12 weeks’ as a phrase; the Scientific Advisory Group 

that’s advising the government on this, said that social distancing 
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measures would need to be in place for at least most of a year, at 

least half of the year would be spent under stricter social 

distancing measures.  In other words, they’re saying, think about 

a year ahead; what should people believe?  

 

RJ: Well the truth is we don’t know; different countries are 

proceeding at different paces, we’re at a different stage of this 

virus, as you heard from the World Health Organisation earlier, 

than some other European and international examples.   

 

What we can do is take the best advice, we are doing that; have 

the full range of measures available to us and to be planning 

ahead for them, and to implement each of them in turn, at the 

right moment for the UK, and that’s what we’re doing.  You saw 

further measures, as you’ve described, last week for example, 

closing the pubs, clubs and restaurants.  Today we’re taking 

another very significant step, asking these 1.5 million people to 

stay at home for at least 12 weeks.   

 

The nature of the virus does mean that it will take time to 

understand the effect of that.  It will take a couple of weeks for it 

to feed through and hopefully if we all adhere to that advice, we 

will see the beginning of the turning of the tide.    

 

AM: Why are you allowing people to cluster in public parks, and in 

shops which are not food shops at the moment, and in the street; 

why are you not taking stricter measures now? 

 

RJ: Well we are acting on the best possible medical advice.  The 

advice to us was that now was the right time, at this stage in the 

virus, in the UK, to close those settings, like pubs, restaurants, 

indoor gyms, leisure and culture; where people really come 

together and interact indoors.  The advice was that we still needed 

to keep open those shops where people can get essential things 

for health and wellbeing, for food and for medicines, for obvious 



4 

ROBERT JENRICK, MP 

reasons; and that it is important for us all to remain fit and 

healthy.  So it is important to go out for a walk, to walk the dog, 

to go to the park, but to do so responsibly; and the medical advice 

is to try to remain around two metres apart from other people, not 

to go and have picnics or sit on the beach with your friends, or 

playdates with children, but to try to remain active, exercise, but 

do so following that advice.   

 

AM: We’ve had 233 deaths so far in this country, which is exactly 

the same as Italy two weeks ago, and there is a fear that we’re 

doing this all just a bit late.   

 

RJ: I don’t think that’s correct, at the very outset of this crisis we 

set out all of the range of measures that were available to us in 

our action plan, and then the task for us, following the medical 

and scientific advice, for example from the Chief Medical Officer, 

and the Chief Scientific Advisor, was to choose the right moment 

to implement each of those measures, and that’s exactly what 

we’re doing.   

 

As I say, we won’t know the full effect of some of the measures 

we’ve taken, like asking whole families to self-isolate if one 

individual has even mild symptoms; like closing schools, and now 

like closing the pubs and the bars and the restaurants for some 

time, because of the nature of the virus.  But the advice we are 

receiving, is we’re taking the right steps and if there are further 

steps we need to take, of course we’ll take them.  

 

AM: I suppose what many people make think is why wait for the 

advice, why wait until you know?  There was apparently a phone 

call between President Macron, other European leaders, and I 

assume the British Government on Friday, was disappointment 

expressed in that phone call about the way the British Government 

is reacting?  

 



5 

ROBERT JENRICK, MP 

RJ: Well I don’t know what was said in that phone call; world 

leaders are of course working together and the Prime Minister is 

talking to the G7 and his European counterparts all the time.  

However, different countries are at different stages of this virus; 

we must follow the best advice for this country, and it is important 

to deploy measures at the right time for each country.  If you 

deploy them too soon then there may become fatigue and people 

may stop applying, and complying with the measures, and that 

would be very dangerous for us later down the line.  

 

AM: Now we’re doing all of this to protect the NHS, to ensure 

there isn’t one big surge in the NHS.  There are just under 4,000 

intensive care beds in the NHS right now, do you know how many 

of them are vacant? 

 

RJ: I don’t know those figures, but of course we’re working very 

hard; the NHS are doing a fantastic job to increase capacity, we’re 

doing that in a number of different ways; by discharging those 

patients who don’t need to be in hospital, by cancelling or 

postponing certain, non-essential elective surgery.  We’ve just 

signed an important deal with the private sector, the private 

healthcare providers that bring thousands of additional beds, 

including 1200 ICU beds to the disposal of the national effort, and 

up to 20,000 additional staff, that’s a very important step forward.  

And the call to arms that we made as a country for those 

healthcare professionals who’ve left the NHS to consider returning 

has also had a significant impact; 500 doctors and around 4,000 

nurses have already responded to that, and I think we’d all like to 

thank those people, not just in the NHS, also in social care, for the 

frankly heroic efforts that they’re taking, and will be doing in the 

days ahead.    

 

AM: Absolutely.  Your colleague Matt Hancock said a couple of 

days ago that new prototype ventilators would be manufactured 

and within hospital within days, he said, within a matter of days.  
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Have any of those arrived do you know?  And do you know when 

they’re coming?  

 

RJ: Well the call that we made, I think on this programme, last 

week, has been successful.  There’s a number of British 

manufacturers that are now working with us.  We’ve received 

prototypes of some of those products, and we hope that some of 

them will be coming into hospitals very quickly.  There’s clearly 

more that we need to do on testing, on ensuring that PPE gets to 

the frontline, and on ventilators; but I can assure you that we are 

all working round the clock to try to get the right equipment to the 

healthcare professionals so they can do their job.  

 

AM: Now I don’t know if you’ve had a chance to listen to the two 

frontline doctors we talked to earlier on, but both of them said 

that the personal protection equipment that they need, and is 

essential to safeguard them and to safeguard people in hospital, 

and the wider community, is simply still not there.  Do you know 

when it’s coming?  

 

RJ: We are making progress on this, good progress.  Extra 

supplies are being supplied to hospitals.  I think by this afternoon, 

every hospital in the country will have had the next set of supplies 

of PPE.  We’ve also delivered them to pharmacists and to GP 

surgeries.  This coming week, supplies will be delivered to all 

social care providers.  And we’re also working to get them to other 

important people, like those staff and volunteers in homeless 

shelters and hostels who need them.  We’re manufacturing and 

importing very large quantities now.  In recent days we’ve taken 

receipt of almost three million face masks, for example.  So PPE 

will get to the frontline as soon as possible. 

 

AM: Can I ask you about testing?  Test, test, test said the World 

Health Organisation, 25,000 daily tests is the current target.  How 

are we doing at the moment? 
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RJ: Well, the week that’s just passed, we’ve had days where we’ve 

reached 8,000 tests.  So we are improving, but clearly there’s a 

long way to go. 

 

AM: We were on – sorry, where you were two and a half 

thousand.  So it’s way, way behind the 25,000.  This is not to 

make a cheap political point, it’s really I want to know why it’s 

taken so long.  Is there a shortage of testing equipment, is that 

the problem? 

 

RJ: We are trying to get more tests.  I completely take your point 

that we need to go further and faster and production is due to 

double next week and continue to ramp up thereafter.  There’s 

two types of tests, one test that you’re referring to is for those 

individuals who have the virus.  There’s also a test emerging for 

those individuals who have had the virus, this is an antibody test 

and it’s a very simple one to use and it will be similar to taking a 

pregnancy test for example.  And for this one, we are ordering 

millions of these tests and we expect them to be— 

 

AM: When will they be ready? 

 

RJ: In the coming weeks.  We expect them to be in the UK and for 

individuals to be able to use them.   

 

AM: That’s very, very interesting.  Our guest from the World 

Health Organisation said you have to go out and hunt down this 

virus in the next phase.  In other words you need many more 

tests out in the community.  The South Koreans for instance are 

using drive through testing stations, little tents where people can 

go and get them.  Are we going to do that kind of thing and if not, 

why not? 
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RJ: We’re looking at all the options that are available to us.  It’s 

absolutely essential in the first instance that we get the tests to 

hospitals, so that those patients who are in ICU can be tested, so 

if we know that they have coronavirus we can give them the 

treatment that they need and hopefully save their lives.  Then we 

need to ensure that all NHS professionals, those on the frontline, 

get the testing that they need so that they can be protected.  And 

if they have the virus they’re not coming into work and infecting 

others.  This is a big task.  We understand what we need to do 

and we’re ramping up production as quickly as possible. 

 

AM: Now what about the priorities for who gets tested first?  

Because Doctor Lisa Anderson made a very important point I 

thought, it’s not just that you need to test the doctors and nurses 

in hospital for the sake of the hospitals and the patients, they will 

then get on public transport, buses and tubes and so forth and go 

home.  And they can become very serious sources of infection 

themselves if they are not tested.  Surely the first priority right 

now is to get NHS staff on the frontline tested regularly. 

 

RJ: Absolutely.  The medical advice is that the first priority should 

be to use the test to save lives.  So that means testing those 

people who are in hospital, in ICU, in very serious conditions, so 

that we can know whether they have the virus or not, because the 

type of treatment you would give them will vary whether they 

have coronavirus or some other condition.  So that’s the first 

priority, according to the medics.  The next priority, as you say, is 

everybody who works in the NHS, and beyond, in social care, in 

pharmacists, in GP surgeries.  Because we have to remember that 

this is a big effort, even beyond the staff who are working in the 

hospitals.  

 

AM: There are private tests that can be bought, people are going 

privately to buy tests.  Surely the government should buy up all of 

those tests and use them for the people on the frontline? 
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RJ: Well, I’ve read some of the reports that you have.  We’re 

doing absolutely everything we can here, of course we will buy all 

the stocks that are available in the UK and try and import more 

from overseas. 

 

AM: Now there was a huge, huge economic change of course by 

this government, helping lots and lots of people.  But it does seem 

at this stage that self-employed people are getting a bit of a raw 

deal compared to the others.  Five million of them, and it’s a 

really, really big issue.  In the week ahead is that one of the 

things that this government is going to have to address? 

 

RJ: Well, the Chancellor set out last week an absolutely 

unprecedented set of measures to support the economy, to help 

businesses to retain their employees, to help individuals and 

families.  We have taken steps to support the self-employed, from  

injecting an extra £7 billion into the welfare system for making it 

easier to get employment support, removing the minimum income 

cap for Universal Credit, and other measures to help them, for 

example, for renters and mortgage holders.  But we appreciate 

this isn't perfect and the Chancellor… 

 

AM: All of that said, yes. 

 

RJ: …is going to keep reviewing the situation and seeing if there 

are further measures we can take.  As I think you said earlier in 

the programme, it isn't easy, it’s not as simple as supporting those 

who are in employment.  And the purpose of our employment 

mechanisms was to help continue the connection between 

employees and their business.  So once this is over, and it will be 

over, those individuals can return to their usual work and that link 

isn't broken. It’s operationally very difficult to create a scheme 

akin to that for the self-employed.  But we are reviewing this and 

if there are further steps that we need to do we will take them. 
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AM: Because you do understand that for an awful lot of people, in 

fact, maybe quite successful self-employed businesses, to get £94 

a week after a five week wait is really not good enough. 

 

RJ: I appreciate that that’s very difficult.  People will be hurting in 

many parts of the country as a result of this situation and of 

course it’s not their fault.   We have taken steps.  It’s wrong to say 

that we haven't considered the self-employed, I’ve just set out 

some of the things that we’ve done.  But we’re considering this 

further and if there’s more that we can do we will do.  But I do 

want to just re-emphasise, this isn't simple.  To try to create a 

scheme as some people have suggested which is akin to the one 

for employees is very logistically difficult.  The data is based on 

previous earnings that have been reported through tax returns in 

prior years.  We need to think through this carefully and come up 

with something, if we do, which is workable and which can enable 

money to reach the individuals as quickly as possible. 

 

AM: Now we’ve all read an awful lot about stockpiling and 

observed it as well.  Sadiq Khan was saying that people who are 

self-isolating and are vulnerable will get food delivered to them.  

What is the case against a government backed or a government 

run scheme to get essential food to people who are vulnerable  

and self-isolating right across Britain, in effect a form of rationing, 

what is the case against that? 

 

RJ: Well, there are two issues here.  Today we’re contacting the 

1.5 million people who for specific clinical reasons will need to stay 

at home. Many of those people will be looked after by their 

friends, family and neighbours.  But where they won't be able to 

do that, and undoubtedly there will be some people who are 

isolated and lonely and who don’t have that support network 

around them, we are going to be creating a big national effort to 

help those individuals.  With the Armed Forced, with councils, and 
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with volunteers.  And they will receive parcels of food from us, 

starting I hope from the end of this coming week.  For the rest of 

us, we need to just act responsibly and be thoughtful and 

considerate when we go shopping.  We have a food sector which 

is actually very resilient.  It should be able to provide enough food 

for all of us, as long as when we go shopping we’re considerate 

and just get enough for us and our family, then other people will 

be able to do the same. 

 

AM: And lots of people want to behave well but that kind of primal 

instinct when they get into the supermarket and they’re scared 

about running out of food kicks in.  So for all those people, can 

you guarantee us that there will be enough food in the shops to 

keep us eating through the rest of this year? 

 

RJ: Yes.  The food sector have been very clear.  They’re very 

resilient, they’ll be able to ramp up supply.  They’re used to 

dealing with peaks, ones that they plan for, like Christmas for 

example.  There have been shortages, we’ve all seen it in the 

supermarkets in the last few weeks, but they’re preparing to get 

more food and supplies onto the shelves.  But they do need our 

help as well so that when we go to the supermarkets we do 

behave responsibly and thoughtfully.  Some of the supermarkets 

are implementing what seems like very sensible measures to help 

the elderly go shopping at certain times, to help NHS and social 

care workers to get priority as well.  I fully support those 

measures.  But this is on all of us, we all need to behave 

responsibly. 

 

AM: This is on all of us.  Robert Jenrick, thanks very much indeed 

for joining us this morning.  

 

Ends 
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Ends  

 


