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AM: Mr Lewis, can I start by talking about the free school meals 

saga. We’ve just learned that Labour is going to have another vote 

in the House of Commons on this tomorrow. Can I ask you what’s 

changed since the summer holidays that means that children who 

got free school meals then shouldn’t get them during the autumn 

holidays or the Christmas holiday? 

BL: There’s a couple of things have changed. Obviously back in 

the summer we had all the schools were closed, we had that full 

lockdown period. Things have moved on. We’ve now got about 99 

per cent of schools and children back at school, schools open in 

the public sector. That’s really good. So we are in a different 

place. But there’s more than that – yes, no, no, I appreciate that – 

but the free school meals are there as they’ve been since 1906. In 

the holidays what we’ve put in place actually is not just the 

uplifting of universal credit, because obviously the schools are 

closed, so it’s about making sure that welfare system can cover 

and support what people need. So we’ve got the uplifting to 

universal credit, round just over a thousand pound a year. But 

also very specifically we’ve put £63 million into local authorities to 

support and help people in hardship. So very much aimed at that. 

And – let me just finish – and a number of local authorities are 

using it to do exactly that.  

 

AM: All of that’s been in place since the summer, and I put it to 

you the situation for many people has actually got a lot worse 

since then. According to the Food Foundation, for instance, 

900,000 more children are on free school meals compared to the 

beginning of the pandemic. We’ve seen the end of the furlough 
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coming and many other problems over unemployment. For an 

awful lot of the most vulnerable families in Britain things are 

worse now than they were back then, which brings me back to the 

first question: why shouldn’t they be getting free food at 

lunchtimes during the holidays now and at Christmas? 

BL: Well, as I say, we have put in place support of people in the 

holidays, in this half term which has just started. First of all, the 

furlough scheme obviously continues through till October when it 

changes over to the job support scheme. But that £63 million for 

local authorities does cover this half term, and we’ve seen a 

number of local authorities using it very significantly to support 

people who need that help for school meals and out of school 

meals in the holidays obviously for children. So we’ve put that 

support in there and I think that’s the right way to do it because 

the schools aren’t open, so it’s making sure that the welfare 

system can put the support in, targeted where it’s needed most. 

 

AM: Do you think the Conservative local authorities who are 

offering children free food during the holidays are doing the right 

thing? 

BL: Look, they know area best, so I fully support them in doing 

what they think is right for their area. 

 

AM: If they’re doing the right thing why won’t the government 

support it? Do you know how much it would cost to do this? 

BL: We are supporting it. We’re the ones who’ve probably put not 

on the hundreds of millions of pounds more widely that we’ve put 

into local authorities to help throughout covid, but this very 

specific £63 million that goes through this half term period, the 

local authorities can use to do this. 

 

AM: It would cost you £20 million a week to end this argument 

right now and provide the food that these children want and need.  

You spent £522 million on Eat Out to Help Out, and £12 billion on 

a track and trace system which you admit as a government isn’t 
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working. Surely in a question of priorities you’ve got the priorities 

wrong? 

BL: Well, actually Andrew, I would just challenge the premise of 

that because first of all the £12 billion is across the whole system, 

that’s a system that’s gone from 2,000 tests to 36,000 tests. Over 

28 million people in this country have been tested. That’s more 

than anywhere else in Europe. So we obviously want to continue, 

as the prime minister said, to do better, but I just want to touch 

particularly on the Eat Out to Help Out point you made, because I 

think there is an important underlying point here. Eat Out to Help 

Out helps our most – 

AM: You know poorest children are not getting the food that they 

want. 

BL: Actually I’d argue quite differently to that, Andrew. I think that 

the Eat Out to Help Out was about supporting an industry that 

employs some of the lowest paid people in the country. It’s people 

who work in restaurants, as bar helpers, as waitresses, as 

bartenders across that restaurant industry, across society more 

generally. That meant a lot of people rebuilt the confidence to go 

out, were going out and using those venues. So people couldn’t 

otherwise afford to if there wasn’t that discount. That kept more 

people in work. That kept businesses going, that kept jobs going, 

and that helps put food on the table for families across the 

country.  

 

AM: I’m still genuinely confused as to why you won’t spend a 

relatively small amount of money addressing this problem which 

has caught the imagination of the whole country. Let me read to 

you – including Conservative MPs – let me read you what Robert    

Halfon, who’s chair of the Education Committee has said about 

this. He says, ‘combating child hunger should be a cause that all 

Conservatives could embrace. That should include the temporary 

extension of free school meals over the holidays while, and only 

while, the economic impact of the pandemic continues to be felt. 

We know that children who regularly eat breakfast achieve on 
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average two higher GCSE grades than children who don’t.’ He’s 

absolutely right isn’t he? 

BL: Well, fighting child hunger and child poverty is actually at the 

core of what we said in our manifesto. Two things, Andrew. First 

of all, as we’ve said, we want to level up. Levelling up, improving 

education opportunities, improving job opportunities, particularly 

as we recover after covid, is absolutely key to ensuring more 

people can have more money to look after their families and put 

food on the table. But we have very specifically, as I said, put this 

£63 million into local authorities, because they are the closest to 

their communities, to the residents that they serve, can 

understand what they need to do to target correctly to make sure 

the people most in need get the financial support that they need 

in the school holidays. 

 

AM: You’ve u-turned on this same policy once before. Isn’t the 

sensible, coherent political thing to do the same thing again? 

BL: Well, as I say, I think there’s a difference. We’re in a different 

position with covid, particularly with schools being reopened, and 

we’ve put this £63 million in to deliver for local authorities to help 

those in need. 

 

AM: And you have the mood of the country, so far as one can tell, 

against you at the moment, but this is the politics. Let’s remind 

ourselves why we’re talking about this in the first place. Here is a 

mother talking. 

 

MOTHER: We wouldn’t survive without it. You worry a lot about  

making sure that they’ve got enough for holidays and that. You’ve 

got find that main meal for the kids and I see people struggle. 

 

AM: She says that she wouldn’t survive without it. Surely you’re 

going to have to think again.  

BL: Well, we do support free school meals. Free school meals are 

there. This is about – as you said earlier, about what happens in 
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the school holidays. I think the campaign that’s been run – Marcus 

Rashford started and inspired people with his campaign and huge 

credit to him for that, it’s enormous. We all want to see child 

hunger and poverty fall. We have put some more in place.  

 

AM: People want to see more support. You know, private 

businesses up and down the country, coffee shops and restaurants 

and shops are giving free food for children during the holidays. A 

lot of Conservative MPs are really worried about this policy. 

Conservative councils are breaking ranks on this policy. Surely, 

surely this is the moment for the government to change direction. 

BL: Well, actually I don’t think they’re breaking ranks. The 

businesses and organisations that are putting these out there in 

the holidays to support families I think are doing a great thing for 

their community. I congratulate them for that, thank them for 

that. I’ve seen that in my own constituency in Northern Ireland. 

But I think it’s complementary to what we’re doing as a 

government. We are supporting that. We support local authorities 

to do it. That what this £63 million is there for. And it’s not just 

£63 million of course, Andrew, it’s on top of the hundreds of 

millions we’ve put into local authorities to support those most in 

need.  

 

AM: So no u-turn, no change, in a word? 

BL: Well, as I say, I think we’ve got the package in place that 

means people have got the support they need during school 

holidays.  

 

AM: Let me ask you about something else, which is the story this 

morning that the government have been looking at reducing the 

period of quarantine and self-isolation for people with covid from 

14 days to either 10 or seven days. Is that true? 

BL: Well, there’s no decision. Teams are looking at this as we’re 

learning more about the virus, as we’re learning more about how 

we can manage and live within the virus. So we’re always 
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assessing these things. But any final decision will be led by the 

science and we’re not in a position to make a decision on that just 

yet. 

 

AM: Indeed, we heard to Ian Diamond talking about that as well. 

What would be the case for cutting the time? 

BL: We’ll we’ll be looking at whether we can assess that incubation 

period of the virus, how people are reacting, as we know, if 

they’ve got the virus and making sure that people understand 

what the guidance is so the y are isolating for the right period of 

time to protect those in the community around them. Now, we’ve 

always assessed that to be around 14 days – that’s 10 days if 

you’ve got the virus, but 14 days if you live with somebody or 

been in close contact with somebody with the virus. And it’s just 

whether the science is about to allow us to narrow that a bit. But 

we’ve haven’t made any decisions on that yet. 

 

AM: What the science, or the figures at least, show is that people 

back in the day, as it were, didn’t self-isolate for 14 days, it was 

very, very hard to persuade them to do so, and that therefore the 

policy may not be working for that reason. I wonder how much 

people’s ability to follow the rules, or willingness to follow the 

rules, is behind this cut. 

BL: Well, as I say, we’ve got to follow the science, make sure 

what we’re doing is something that helps people safe, helps 

protect our NHS. But you’ve just touched on a really key thing 

there. Ultimately this is always a matter for all of us, the self-

responsibility we have to follow the guidelines. Because the 

actions we take as individuals impact not just ourselves but also 

our family, our friends, our communities, and through that the 

NHS. We’ve got to have a structure that people can have – and I 

appreciate this is a conversation about having the confidence that 

we’re doing things that are logical and need to work properly. I 

mean, I saw earlier in the show you had Vaughan Gething on, I’m 

sorry Mark Drayford wasn’t able to come and talk about it himself, 
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but one of the changes we’re seeing in Wales actually very clearly 

highlighted is it’s become a sort of test bed for leftwing Socialist 

authority coming out with these crazy outcomes. We’ve got to 

make sure we don’t have that more widely across the country. 

 

AM: Let’s return to your authority, as it were, you’ll have seen the 

Sunday Times this morning. Very disturbing looking story about 

triage and patients aged over 80 not getting the treatment they 

deserve. Now, doctors in parts across the NHS have talked about 

the story, but I want to read you just one quote from it, which 

seems to me to be a powerful one. This is from somebody called 

Viviane Morrison. Says she was told by her doctors that her 82 

year old father would not be given intensive care treatment or 

mechanical ventilation because he, quotes, ‘ticked too many 

boxes’ close quotes under the guidelines the hospital was using. 

She says he was written off. And there are lots of other examples 

in that story of people who feel that their elderly relatives did not 

get the care they deserved from the NHS at that critical time. 

BL: Nobody wants to hear about anybody experiencing something 

that they feel that meant they didn’t feel they were getting the 

absolute best care that they can get. And I know people across 

the NHS have always been focused on giving people the very best 

possible care. I also know, I have to say, that what’s outlined in 

the Times is, as you say, it’s been roundly condemned by people 

across the NHS. It’s just not what was happening. What they 

outline in terms of how the process works is just not correct. 

There’s never been that kind of structure out there. But everybody 

– the NHS, you know, I’ve got a hospital in my own constituency 

and I know full well that the consultants, the doctors, the nurses 

who are dealing with people, the only thing they focus on, the key 

thing they care about, is the health of their patients, and I think 

that’s why we’ve all seen them as heroes over this whole process. 

 

AM: There are I think 7.3 million people in England alone living 

under the highest tier of restrictions right at the moment and what 
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they all want to know is how do they get out of them. What are 

the criteria by which an area in tier 3 leaves tier 3? Can you 

explain.  

BL: Well look,  I think at the moment obviously we’ll still at that 

point in the curve of the second wave we’re seeing. Actually we’re 

seeing areas tending to move into tier 3 from tier 2 and some 

moving from tier 1 up to tier 2, as we’re seeing, including here in 

London. I think it’s too early to start looking and deciding about 

whether people are  ready to come out of their 3, but the teams 

are continually looking at this. 

 

AM: Is it the R rate or is it something else? 

BL: Well it’s a mixture of things, Andrew I’ve got to say. The 

teams work, the same way that they look at whether an area goes 

into a different tier they will work with them around whether they 

come out and that’s about looking at the whole area. Different 

areas of course have different demographies, different 

geographies and that does make a difference. 

AM: The reason that I suggest to you that clarity is desperately 

needed about this is again, if you’re going to keep people with  

you in this very difficult period they have to know what the future 

looks like. They have to know at some point when and why they 

would leave these restrictions which are  very very onerous for 

people. They need to know therefore whether it’s the R rate, 

whether it’s hospital admissions. Can’t you just publish the criteria 

by which an area in tier 3 would move out of tier 3 again and then 

you would have complete confidence in public buy in? 

BL: Well Andrew, look you’re right. Some of these restrictions can 

very onerous, that has an impact on people. That’s why we’ve 

been very clear that we want to have a balanced approach, we 

want to avoid that kind of hard level that Labour are pushing for 

that we’ve seen them implementing in Wales. We want to have a 

more balanced approach that allows people to have some form of 

normality in their lives, whether it’s keeping a business going, 

keeping some shops open –  
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AM: So give them some clarity. 

BL: But one of things I think – look I would say to you what I 

think people across the country do recognise is this virus, as we’ve 

seen it develop and change over the last six, nine months that 

we’ve been dealing with this has different impacts and it does 

change. As we learn more about it we’re able to do more about it, 

handle it differently and that’s why we continue to assess this and 

work with local leaders and local clinicians to assess particular 

areas. 

 

AM: Another thing we’ve learned just today is that Mr Barnier is 

going to stay on in London longer than expected until Wednesday, 

or at least middle of the week. Does that mean that hopes of a 

deal with the EU are now rising? 

DL: Well look, obviously we would like to secure a good free trade 

agreement, one that’s good for ourselves and here in the UK, 

obviously that’s the prime work for us. The fact Michel Barnier has 

outlined in the last week or so that they’re going to come back to 

do these intense negotiations, that he recognises the EU do need 

to move and that he’s staying through to next week, is hopefully a 

very good sign but we’ve got to make sure that it’s a deal that 

works. Not just for our partners in Europe, we want to have a 

good relationship with them obviously, but one that works for the 

United Kingdom.   

 

AM: Are you personally more optimistic of a deal now than you 

were say a couple of weeks ago? 

BL: Well I’m always an optimist, Andrew, and I hope and I think 

there’s a good chance we can get a deal, but the EU need to 

understand it’s for them to move as well so that we can get a deal 

that works for the UK that’s a proper free trade agreement that 

recognises us as the UK being a sovereign nation.  
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AM: Joe Biden says that he will not give Britain a free trade deal if 

there is any threat of any kind to the Anglo Irish Agreement. 

What’s your response to him? 

BL: We’ve always been clear, and I’ve spoken to a number of US 

Congressmen across the floor actually over the last few months. 

We absolutely protect and abide by the Good Friday Agreement, 

the Belfast Agreement, it’s absolutely key and has done so much 

to ensure that peace and prosperity in Northern Ireland and we 

continue to support that. 

 

AM: Is there a trust  to be rebuilt issue here, because Joe Biden is 

clearly completely unconvinced. He’s been tweeting about this. 

You know he was no friend of Brexit. Are you in danger of having 

from your perspective the wrong American President? 

BL: Well look, we’ve always worked very closely with whoever is 

the President of the USA and we as a country have got a long 

special relationship that’s built a wide range of issues across 

history. One of them is actually the work we’ve done together and 

with the Irish government to ensure we got that Belfast Good 

Friday Agreement us and the Irish and co-signatories to.   We will 

continue to protect that. Actually the actions we’ve taken through 

Brexit to protect  and ensure free trade across and absolute 

unfettered access to Northern Ireland businesses to the UK is also 

about protecting and ensuring no borders for Northern Ireland, 

east west, or north south and we’ll continue to work to deliver that 

and we are determined to do so and we will. 

 

Ends  

 

 


