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AM: David Miliband, the Foreign Secretary under Gordon Brown 

and now head of the International Rescue Organisation in New 

York is with me. In short, how worried should we be, because 

President Trump has a history, of, as it were, sabre rattling via 

tweet. But there does seem to have been a cyber attack by the 

Americans on the Iranians overnight? 

DM: We should be very worried about the prospect, the real 

prospect of a hot war between Iran and the United States. We 

were ten minutes away from that on Thursday night. There are 

people in the senior reaches of the US administration who want a 

war with Iran. They’ve said so very clearly. And there are some 

people on the Iranian side who are itching to get at the Americans 

too, partly for domestic reasons. What you’ve to understand is 

that a war between the US and Iran will not be restricted to the 

US and Iran. It will be a contagion right across, a conflagration 

across the region. 

 

AM: Saudi Arabia, Israel and ultimately ourselves. 

DM: Well, Afghanistan is an obvious flashpoint. Iraq is an obvious 

flashpoint. And I think that it’s very important – I think a Foreign 

Office Minister is going to Tehran today. That’s a good thing. It’s a 

pity he’s not going with his European counterparts. But there are 

some very practical things that need to be on the agenda. One is 

about the safety of shipping in the Straits of Hormuz. Britain and 

the rest of the international community should be talking about an 

international force that ensures the safety of passage on all ships 

through the Straits of Hormuz. Secondly, the Iranians need to 

understand that their threat to flout the nuclear agreement that 

President Trump pulls out of can only provide excuses for those in 

the US and elsewhere who want to take them on. So I think we 

should be very worried, and we need some very active diplomacy. 
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AM: The current Foreign Secretary and the former Foreign 

Secretary are of course head-to-head in the Tory leadership 

campaign right now, but would you like to see them, or at least 

one of them, pull out of that and organise some kind of 

international conference to reduce tension? 

DM: The current Foreign Secretary has real responsibilities at the 

moment. I don’t think we can afford him to be completely absent 

from the stage. Britain is a member of the – permanent member 

of the Security Council. This is a pressing global threat to peace 

and security. We’re actually – I don’t want to make people choke 

on their cornflakes, but we’re relying on the caution of President 

Trump to keep the hawks at bay in his own administration. 

 

AM: I suppose, to be fair, he said he was cocked and loaded and 

ready to attack and he was then told 150 people would be killed if 

he did attack, and decided that was disproportionate, and stood 

down. 

DM: It’s pretty worrying that that question hadn’t been raised in 

the preceding 72 hours when they were discussing the issue. 

Look, there’s a general thing here: we’re living in a world where 

the international rules and norms are being flouted day by day. 

My own organisation is a humanitarian organisation, we do health 

and education and protection for women and kids. We’ve had two 

aid workers killed the last week. We’ve got record numbers of 

civilians being killed in wars around the world. We’ve got 70 

million refugees and internally displaced people, speaking to a 

crisis of diplomacy. But also a flouting of global rules and norms 

that were hard-won at the end of the Second World War, 

reinforced after the Cold War. And I call it the age of impunity. 

It’s an age when there’s a division in global politics and people 

who say, ‘look, the law needs to be strengthened,’ and other 

people say, ‘the law is for suckers.’ And we can’t afford that. 

AM: Meanwhile, you’re over here partly to talk about Brexit. 

You’ve made a speech and done interviews and so forth. And here 
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you’ve said that Labour needs to be the unequivocal party for 

another referendum. Don’t you feel that there are huge numbers 

of Labour voters who will simply feel betrayed and left behind if 

that happens? 

DM: Well, the evidence is actually that there are three times as 

many Labour voters who feel betrayed by the position of not 

having a position than there would be – but I want to make a 

different point. In the end we’re in this mess because each party 

has tried to calculate what to do about Brexit according to internal 

party politics. That’s how David Cameron ended up in the 

referendum in the first place. That’s why Jeremy Corbyn is sitting 

on the fence. The Brexit issue is now a wrecking ball at the 

constitution of the country, at the political structures of the 

country, because each of the main parties has been thinking 

about its own sectional interest. And the public can see it. That’s 

how you end up with the situation that we’re in. 

 

AM: Still, back in your old constituency of South Shields, which 

voted to leave the EU, would you be going back there and saying, 

‘I’m terribly sorry but you were wrong and we have to rethink 

this?’ 

DM: I would be saying you have a democratic right to make sure 

that the Brexit that is now on offer – which wasn’t promised three 

years ago – is available. But what I want to call attention is I 

would be following the neighbouring MPs to South Shields, in 

Sunderland Bridget Phillipson and Julie Elliot. I’d be following 

Anna Turley in Redcar. I’d be following Phil Wilson in Sedgefield. 

Those are all MPs today representing, quote, unquote, leave 

seats, although they would say they’re Labour seats, and they 

have bravely said, ‘look, because the Brexit that you were 

promised in 2016 is not available, because no one ever thought a 

no deal Brexit was the issue, you deserve the right for democratic 

reasons as well as social and economic reasons to have a final say 

on whether we go ahead with this.’  
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AM: You haven’t given up on British politics and the Labour Party 

have you? 

DM: Well, I haven’t given up on Britain, Andrew. I’m a British 

citizen. So I feel that it’s — 

 

AM: A lot of people listening to your views would say the trouble 

is that these days, back here, as a New Labour figure, you’re kind 

of politically homeless. But it sounds to me like you’re still very 

engaged in the Labour Party and still feel like a Labour Party 

member who would like to have a voice. 

DM: Well, I’m one of the few Labour Party members, I think, who 

actually voted Labour in the European election campaign. I have 

to say, not because of the position of the leadership but because 

of the position of two MEPs who were running on what I thought 

was a very clear ticket. But look, this notion that our constitution, 

the integrity of the United Kingdom, never mind our economy and 

society, are under threat from this Brexit decision is real. And I go 

back to that very simple point – not let me make this point – if 

you’re buying a house you get the survey done. If the survey 

shows there’s subsidence you’re not forced to buy the house. You 

can have a final decision. And that’s why I think, for democratic 

reasons as well as economic reasons; it’s the right thing to do. 

 

AM: Can I just make a point about Jeremy Corbyn, because 

people say that he’s this very ideological figure, and perhaps 

actually he’s a more Wilsonian figure and he’s been very cleverly 

playing one side against the other side, and you know, the 

Peterborough by-election has not been a disaster for the Labour 

Party. Up to now he’s done it rather cleverly. 

DM: Well, it’s a very good point, but it’s not so clever to end up 

with 14 per cent in the European elections. We haven’t had 14 per 

cent Labour vote in a national election since 1910, when we only 

fought 50 seats out of 600. So it doesn’t look so clever. And 

remember, Jeremy Corbyn did say, ‘I’m the man of clarity and 

principle and you can count on me to tell what I say.’ I would say 
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this, that not just for electoral reasons, actually to appeal to 

Remainers and Leavers the politicians are honour bound to stop 

playing with the unicorns. There isn’t a jobs-first Brexit, just as 

there isn’t a GATT 24 option for the Tories.  

 

AM: What’s your message – Caroline Flint’s going to be sitting in 

that chair fairly shortly – to those Labour MPs who say, ‘don’t 

break faith with Labour leave voters, try and get a deal, it’s still 

possible to get some kind of deal which will help jobs and so 

forth, getting out of the EU. No deal would be a disaster, but also 

no Brexit. Simply ignoring that referendum would be a democratic 

outrage.’ 

DM: My first message to Caroline – I saw her before the 

programme – is one of honour. She’s a friend, I respect her and                                                                                          

- first thing I asked her was, ‘how’s the family doing?’ So it’s 

important to say that. I think my message would be this: look, the 

arguments that you’re making against a second referendum, that 

it will prolong the agony, that it will fuel the far right and it will 

divide the country, those are precisely the arguments against the 

deals that are on offer now. Every single deal that’s being 

promoted, either a no deal or the Theresa May deal or a version 

of it, that’s only the beginning of the negotiations, because the 

difficult negotiations are still to come. The far right is already 

being fuelled by the failure to address this in an open and honest 

way. And as for the Labour voters, she and I know that Labour 

voters are voting Labour, not because of the Europe issue, they’re 

still voting Labour because they want to know their jobs, their 

health service and safety in their community is the key issue. And 

I respect Caroline completely for the openness and honesty of her 

opinion, but I also point to the large number of Labour MPs 

representing similar seats who are confident that you can appeal 

across that divide. 

 

AM: David Miliband, it’s been great fun talking to you. Thanks 

very much indeed for coming in. (ends) 


