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AM: People living in Wales are entering the second full day of a 17 

day national lockdown. A petition to overturn a ban on 

supermarkets selling items such as books, light bulbs and clothes 

has become the largest ever submitted in the country with nearly 

50,000 signatures and counting. Labour’s Vaughan Gething, the 

Welsh Health Minister joins me now. 

This policy is proving hugely unpopular across Wales. By tomorrow 

morning you’re going to have to tear it up and start again, aren’t 

you? 

G: No, we’re reviewing with supermarkets the understanding and 

the clarity and the policy because there’s the different application 

in different parts. What we all need to take a step back on, and 

it’s to remember why the firebreak has been introduced is to 

recognise that it is hard for lots of people but we’re in a week 

where we’ve already seen 61 deaths take place here in Wales. 

Jusst about a month ago there were only six deaths in a week. So 

Coronavirus is taking off. We are seeing more people lose their 

lives. We’ve introduced a firebreak and  stay at home set of 

regulations because we need people to stay at  home to break 

chains of transmission to make sure that we don’t see our NHS 

overwhelmed, we don’t see the sort of loss of life we saw in the 

first wave.  The choices we made in the government I know are 

difficult. I know they’re unpopular for some people and are hard 

for some people. Much much harder still to explain in a few weeks 

time ... (talking over)  

AM: Well I understand that and I’m going to come onto the 

firebreak itself in a moment. But before I do let’s stick with this, 

because Welsh people going into supermarkets around Wales at 

the moment they see things like baby clothes, they see kettles, 
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they see light bulbs, they see books taped off, forbidden to be 

bought. And that just seems completely absurd to them.   

G: Well, it was only on Thursday that the Welsh Conservative 

Shadow economy minister asked for exactly this sort of clarity. 

AM: I don’t care who asked for it, I’m just saying the policy seems 

absurd. 

G: With respect then I’m explaining how we get to this point, 

because he said it would unfair to smaller retailers who can’t sell 

these items if their only area of business. It’s the clarity on what is 

essential and what – and we work with supermarkets, we’ve had 

conversations with them about what these items are, we’ll talk to 

them again on Monday so everyone understands the position 

we’re in to have some clarity. And it’s also about reducing the 

opportunities for contacts and that’s what we’re really trying to do. 

We’re asking people to stay at home to save lives. That really is 

right back where we are. The fewer opportunities we have to 

circulate to go to the shop and to mix and a whole range of other 

activities we’ve had to close down. That’s what we’re trying to do. 

 

AM: You say that it’s to stop dangerous contacts. Here’s the Welsh 

Retail Consortium reacting to what you have done.  ‘Sectioning up 

stores,’ they say; ‘brings huge problems. It restricts the flow of 

movement impacting social distancing. This is going to increase 

risk and harm to our colleagues and to consumers going into 

stores.’  I say to you again, it’s your policy, it’s nobody else’s 

policy and it isn’t working, it’s hugely unpopular. By next week are 

you going to be removing some of those great layers of plastic 

shrouding huge amounts of goods in Welsh stores or not? 

G: Well all of that florid language Andy doesn’t get away from the 

realms of the difficulties we face that are (unclear) these choices. 

And we do know that retailers can actually have a manageable 

flow going into their stores as they have done over a period of 

time, as they’ve done successfully and most people understand 

that there’s a reason for having a different set of rules in place. 

This is hard for people I know to see some aisles stocked in some 
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shops and not in others, but we’re still having to take a step back 

and look at the great national effort we call need to make because 

more people are dying and that’s why we have to intervene yet 

again. But you can’t unpick the two, Andrew. 

AM: I can, I can. I can ask you about specifically what I’m asking 

you about. I’m going to ask you one more time because say it’s to 

protect local stores but you also know perfectly well that most 

people are going to simply go onto Amazon and get these things 

delivered. So it’s not going to protect local stores at all.  

G: Well with respect, Andrew, the reason why I say you can’t 

unpick these things is that to have  a firebreak, the point and 

purpose of it, to have an effective firebreak we do need to reduce 

opportunity for people to go out and mix. And that’s why we have 

this clarity with what’s essential and what’s not. And almost all of 

the retailers where people would like to go into shops have an 

online offering as well. So even if you go to an entirely different 

retailers there are lots of stores that do this in any effect. And 

online retail is permissible because that doesn’t involve mixing. So 

we haven’t cut down people’s opportunity to buy goods in any 

form, it’s about the in person activity that matters. And if we didn’t 

make these sort of choices we know we would be faced with a 

different choice. Either having a longer firebreak with more 

economic harm, with more challenge to people’s mental health 

and well being or not having an effective firebreak that would 

actually mean more people would lose their lives.  Now that’s the 

real world .... 

AM: Let’s turn to the firebreak itself because you have made this a 

national policy covering all of Wales, but the rates at the moment 

in Cardiff are around 312 cases per hundred thousand which is 

very, very high but in Ceredigion for instance it’s just 33 per 

hundred thousand, a 10th lower and many people in Ceredigion  

and other parts of Wales wonder why they are having these 

restrictions imposed upon them when actually the virus is not 

transmitting at a very high rate at all in their areas. Why make it 

national? 
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G: Well, if we decided to exclude Ceredigion actually we’ve have 

had some difficult issues from a number of people there who want 

to see national  measures taken. So it isn’t as simple as saying 

that everybody agrees that one part of the country be excluded. 

We also know from the local restrictions we did have covering 

about three quarters of Wales that was getting more and more 

difficult to explain and to get the sort of buy in that we need to 

make the rules a success. And in the scientific evidence paper we 

published on Monday that was the basis upon we took our 

decision with advice  from our Chief Medical Officer, that said that 

local restrictions had had an impact in slowing down the growth of 

the virus but on their own they weren’t enough and recommended 

a national set of measures that would be easier to understand, to 

bring down tranmission in every part of the country.  

 

AM: So here’s something that a lot of Welsh viewers will want to 

know the answer to. If at the end of this firebreak period rates are 

still rising, what do you do? Do you impose another firebreak? Is 

there going to be a series of these one after another? Or is this 

the only one? 

G: Well we’ve been very clear that the end of the firebreak we 

want to see a dramatic reduction in hospitals admissions or death 

rates. We’ll see the R figure start to come down below one as we 

expect it to within another  couple of weeks and that’s because, as 

you’ll understand Andrew, there’s a lag between when you take 

action and when you see it float through. So the infection rates 

and death rates sadly are a factor of what was happening a few 

weeks ago. That’s why we can see there is more harm coming and 

if we don’t intervene now then the 61 deaths and counting this 

week will not be more next week but in two to three weeks time 

there’ll be even more significant.  We’re seeing a real take off in 

Coronavirus here in Wales ... We now have more people in critical 

care than our normal baseline, more than one in four of those are 

people with Coronavirus.  But this virus is back, it hadn’t got tired, 

it hadn’t got frustrated, it’s circulating in every community in 
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Wales and the Welsh government has chosen to act to avoid much 

greater harm, much greater loss of life. 

 

Ends  


