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AM: The Labour opposition has up to now been pretty supportive 

of the government through this crisis, but its tone is hardening. Sir 

Keir Starmer, this morning, the Labour leader, lists a series of 

what he calls serious mistakes. And I’m joined now here in the 

studio by the Shadow Cabinet Office Minister Rachel Reeves, a key 

part of the Labour team working on coronavirus. Welcome, 

Rachel. Can I ask first of all about this grim statistic of deaths? 

20,000, a big moment when we passed that. But there’s also a 

growing feeling there are many, many more deaths than that 

happening in the community, and particularly in care homes. 

RR: Yes, in care homes, in hospices and in our homes. And if 

those numbers were included in the daily reporting, then we 

would have reached that 20,000 figure many days before now. 

And I think there is a real problem here, because if somebody who 

you love and care for dies, it doesn’t matter whether that is in a 

hospital or in a care home or at home, it has the same devastating 

impact on you and your family. And yet the numbers are being 

counted in a different way, and I would urge the government to 

count the deaths in care homes in the same way that they’re 

counted in hospitals, on a daily basis. Because then we can make 

sure that we really do know what’s happening on the ground, but 

also we can put the support in to protect the carers in care 

homes, who are often reporting they don’t have the personal 

protective equipment and clothing that they need. And get the 

testing into the care homes, where there’s still a real problem with 

that. 

 

AM: Are you concerned, because early on in this process people 

were in hospital, and to relieve pressure on the NHS were then 
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sent out of hospital back to care homes without being tested/ We 

might unwittingly have been sending the virus straight into the 

homes where people are most vulnerable.  

RR: That of course is a concern, and it is a concern that people 

working in the care homes are reporting, and Keir Starmer 

mentioned it at Prime Minister’s Questions this week, that you’ve 

got care home staff who are saying that they’re terrified about the 

situation that they’re confronted with, that they’re having to do 

their job – by the nature of the work you have to be quite close 

and intimate with the people that you are caring for, and yet 

they’re not properly equipped to do their job. And again we are 

urging the government to ensure – we ask a lot for those who 

serve in the front line and we owe to them to ensure that they’re 

properly protected in the workplace with that equipment and 

clothing.  

 

AM: You’ve been very critical about the government over the level 

of testing. What number of tests do you think is necessary in the 

community every day? 

RR: Well, the government have committed to 100,000 a day by 

Thursday this week.  

AM: Is it enough? 

RR: Well, if we are to come out – and I’m sure we’ll go on to talk 

about this, if we’re to come out of the lockdown in the weeks and 

the months ahead, that level of testing needs to be ramped up 

further. And we know that there is a huge demand now for the 

testing. Yesterday, within 15 minutes the slots for home testing 

ran out. Within an hour the appointments for testing at those 

drive-through centres ran out. 

 

AM: So I ask again, how many tests do you think need to be done 

every day in this country? And also how are you going to do it? 

Because the government’s not not trying to test, it’s doing its best. 

It’s trying to find the kit, it’s trying to ramp up and all the rest of 



3 
RACHEL REEVES MP 

it, recruit the people. This is very, very difficult. What would 

Labour do that they’re not doing? 

RR: Well, the prime minister spoke previously about 250,000 tests 

a day, and certainly if we’re to come out of the lockdown we know 

that we’re going to need mass testing at a community level, that 

people can access those tests locally rather than have to travel 

many miles. And we’re urging the government – and Keir Starmer 

in his letter today has urged the government to work with local 

authorities to open up, for example, town halls and libraries that 

at the moment are closed, to have testing in the community. 

Because there are many examples, including in Leeds, where I’m 

an MP, of people having to travel many, many miles to be able to 

access a test. If you don’t have a car and you’ve got symptoms of 

coronavirus it’s impossible to get those tests. 

 

AM: The trouble is that earlier on in this process that’s not what 

the experts, the scientists, were saying. They were saying testing 

is a bit of a side issue, it doesn’t matter that much. And so it may 

well be that the advice the government was given was not good. 

RR: Well, the World Health Organisation said very clearly that the 

strategy must be test, test, test. And I think that is absolutely 

right and essential, because we need to know who has this virus 

so that those people can isolate, along with their families. But also 

we know that we’ve got quite high absence rates, and 

understandably so, in health and social care because people have 

the symptoms of the virus and so are therefore self isolating. If 

that testing was available in much higher levels we’d be able to 

get people back into the workplace to treat and care for the sick 

and the vulnerable. So it’s important for that reason as well.  

 

AM: You’re obviously right to quote the WHO, but from Public 

Health England, Jenny Harris, who I think got the virus herself 

later, said that contact tracing and testing was – this is on the 26th 

March, so quite late in the day – ‘not an appropriate mechanism 

as we go forward.’ And Professor Jonathan Van Tam said it was a 
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side issue. You can see why it’s been difficult for the government 

to get this right. 

RR: Well, we had testing and contact tracing right at the 

beginning, and then there were numbers of traces that increased 

so sharply that that was abandoned. But it seems to me that if 

we’re to come out of this lockdown, those sort of strategies and 

measures need to be reintroduced, because if we’re to come out 

of the lockdown it is essential that we know who has the virus, so 

we can isolate them, that we can trace who they’ve been contact 

with, so potentially they isolate as well. And that we have support 

that we’re shielding people, the most vulnerable, and making sure 

that they get access to the basic essentials like food and medicine.  

 

AM: Looking around at the numbers of cars on the roads, of 

people in parks and on the streets, it’s clear that more and more 

people are beginning to ignore the lockdown. What do you think 

the government should be doing about that? 

RR: Well, actually I think that the vast, vast majority of people 

support the lockdown and want to support the government and 

the national effort of defeating the coronavirus.  

 

AM: Sure, but it’s the highest it’s been for a month. 

RR: And I think it is important that people continue to abide by 

the rules, because it’s only in doing that that we will defeat this 

virus. But we also need – and I think this is an important point – 

to take the people with us, to take people with us on this journey, 

by giving them a greater indication of what comes next. And part 

of that is keeping up morale, that there is a plan, we know where 

we’re going, because it is important in the weeks and the months 

ahead that if and when the numbers start falling further, that we 

can get back to doing some of those things that we used to do 

regularly. 
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AM: Let’s talk a little bit about the way out of this. In terms of 

non-essential businesses, what would Labour open first, or like to 

see open first? 

RR: Well, if you look at the examples of other countries, whether 

it’s Denmark or Germany, that have already started to reopen 

schools, for example, for the youngest children or small 

businesses, or you look at the plans announced in the last couple 

of days by Belgium, which are pre-announcing plans to go back to 

opening some businesses and schools in May, it seems that that is 

the approach that others are taking that potentially we should be 

taking here. We want the government to publish its plan so that 

we can scrutinise it. We don’t want to put forward a rival plan to 

the government’s, we want to work with the government in 

bringing forward plan and then getting that right.  

 

AM: Keir Starmer has implied – we talked about the same thing 

this morning in the papers – has implied that the government is 

treating us like children. That’s the front page of the Sunday 

Mirror. Stop Treating Us Like Children. Is that how you see things? 

RR: I think it is, and I’ve already said in answer to a previous 

question, it’s incredibly important that the government take people 

with us on this journey. People have by and large stuck by the 

rules that have been put in place, and because they’ve done that 

it’s even more important that we communicate with them, treat 

them like grown ups in where we go next. And I think it’s also 

important for two other reasons. First of all, businesses and 

schools and other organisations need time to plan if they are to 

reopen. They need to put in place social distancing measures, they 

need to bring back their workers, need to reactivate supply chains. 

But also government needs – let me just finish this point because 

I do think it’s important – government also need to put in a range 

of measures to ensure that the lifting of the lockdown works, and 

that includes mass testing at community level, contact tracing and 

shielding the most vulnerable.  
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AM: I just wanted to ask you specifically about schools, since you 

mentioned them, do you think it’s possible to reopen schools 

without social distancing in schools? 

RR: I think that this is obviously a really tricky one. And what 

you’ll see in places like Denmark, for example, is that class sizes 

have had to be reduced so that you can have a degree of social 

distancing in schools. For the youngest children that is going to be 

near impossible, to have that distancing. But if you can reduce the 

class sizes, if you can have children outside of that school as much 

as possible, I think there are ways to do that. And I think it’s 

important for two or three reasons. First of all, young people are 

missing out on vital days and weeks and months of their 

education, the most vulnerable children in particular. I know from 

talking to people in my local authority who are really worried 

about vulnerable children and where they are. But also if we want 

parents to get back to work we need the schools open. 

 

AM: One very quick last question. Do you think there’s going to 

have to be a public inquiry after this, into the way the 

government’s handled it? 

RR: It’s inevitable that there will be a public inquiry after this and 

so many lessons to be learnt as well as thinking about what sort of 

national recovery plan we need for the future.  

 

AM: Alright, Rachel Reeves thanks very much indeed for talking to 

us this morning, and for coming in. 

(ends) 

 


