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AM: My final guest this morning is Matt Hancock’s predecessor as 

Health Secretary and the man tipped by many last night to regain 

the job. Sajid Javid was chosen instead, and so Jeremy Hunt 

remains chair of the Health Select Committee of MPs. Jeremy 

Hunt, welcome. You know more, almost, about the NHS than 

anybody currently outside it. Given that there’s a new Secretary of 

State for Health, what is the biggest single challenge that he faces 

today? 

JH: Well, first of all I think Sajid is an excellent appointment and I 

think he’ll do the job very well, and he’s someone who says the 

same in private to what he says in public, and that is a very good 

virtue in politics. What the NHS will be thinking about right now is 

the enormous backlog, combined with the fact that they’re going 

to have to have, probably, a permanent vaccination programme 

and prepare for the next pandemic. But they also hope we’ll take 

this moment to think about the longer term challenges. What we 

need to do now after its worst-ever year to set the system up for 

the 21st century. I think they’re really the three Ss. The social care 

system, which if we don’t do something about that will continue to 

export its most vulnerable people into our hospitals, and the NHS 

will never get back on its feet unless we fix that. Staffing. Because 

we have staff shortages in nearly every specialty and we really 

need to overhaul the way we do our long-term planning for staff. 

And the final one, a longer term one but nonetheless very 

important, is safety. We know that if we had the same maternity 

rates as Sweden a thousand more babies would live every year. 

But if you look in the way that antibiotics are stopping to work, by 

the middle of this century anti-microbial resistance will mean more 

people dying from that than from cancer. So those - 
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AM: Those are big policy problems, certainly, but they’re also big 

funding problems. Given that Sajid Javid was the Chancellor of 

austerity for a long time, the Labour Party is saying that he is not 

the right person to go to the Treasury now and get for the NHS 

the money that it needs. 

JH: Well, I think that Sajid understands the importance of 

balancing the books. But when I worked with him, I was Health 

Secretary, he was in charge of local government, and we had lots 

of discussions on social care and he did understand the 

importance of funding to deliver the kind of decent services that 

people in this country want. 

 

AM: So we’ve got the funding issues. Peter Horby was talking 

about a bumpy tail out of the covid pandemic and talking about 

the flu crisis and the huge queues in the NHS in other ways, which 

you’ve talked about as well. Is this the single biggest set of 

challenges that any new Secretary of State for Health has faced? 

JH: It’s certainly amongst them. But it’s also an opportunity. When 

the NHS was set up in 1948 we were bankrupt as a country, we 

had huge other challenges as well, bigger than the challenges we 

face today, and yet we found the imagination to be bold and 

imaginative, and that’s what we need to do now. And I think if you 

talk to exhausted NHS staff on the frontline the one thing that 

they want to know is that there’s going to be a solution to the 

staffing crisis. So if there’s one thing that I think Sajid should 

focus on it is how we make sure we are training enough doctors 

and nurses for the future, because people understand that it takes 

seven years to train a doctor and you can’t solve these problems 

overnight, but they do want to know there’s a long-term solution 

in place. 

 

AM: A lot of people inside the NHS might be watching this and 

thinking, hold on a second, a lot of these troubles started when 

Jeremy Hunt was there - these funding issues and so forth, and 

the failure to answer social care, despite what the prime minister’s 
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been saying about it. Why will Sajid Javid be able to do it when 

you weren’t able to do it and Matt Hancock wasn’t able to do it? 

JH: Well, I did secure a £20 billion increase to the annual budget 

of the NHS. So I recognise that it needed more money. But on 

staffing, and I set up five new medical schools, increased medical 

training places by a quarter, a huge increase - not a single one of 

those doctors has yet reached the frontline. And that’s why what 

you need if you’re going to solve this problem is a long-term 

approach, a discipline that makes sure we really do train enough 

doctors and nurses for the future.  

 

AM: Some people will say, all of that taken into account, you didn’t 

really prepare us for the pandemic, or the NHS. Do you think that 

Matt Hancock did the right thing by resigning? 

JH: Well, I think he did do the right thing. But there’s a family 

involved here as well and I don’t want to dwell on it for that 

reason. What I would also say is that being Health Secretary in a 

pandemic is the most challenging role anyone could ever have, 

and he did have incredible energy and resilience during the last 

year. He made himself constantly available for people like you to 

interview. So I think, you know, we need to recognise that, but I 

think he did the right thing yesterday. 

 

AM: Let me talk about how this story came out, because it does 

seem very strange that there was a camera observing and 

recording what was going on inside the Secretary of State’s office. 

Do you think that there now needs to be a really big Whitehall-

wide review of security to ensure that ministers right across the 

board aren’t being eavesdropped on as they’re doing their jobs? 

JH: Absolutely. I mean, it’s completely unacceptable from a 

security point of view that ministers are being filmed inside their 

own offices without their knowledge. And so there’ll be issues that 

our intelligence agencies will want to look at very, very carefully. 

But there’s also another issue, which is that minister do need to 

have the ability to have frank private conversations with their 
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senior officials to debate things so that we can understand issues 

and know that those conversations will remain private if they’re 

going to be able to go through the thought processes that enable 

them to make the right decisions. And so I think that will also be 

something in the minds of government ministers today. 

 

AM: Judging by what you’re saying, you think this probably was a 

breach of the Official Secrets Act, and that does suggest that 

perhaps the police should be involved. 

JH: Possibly. We have, rightly, in this country as a democracy and 

as an open society, protection for whistleblowers who find things 

out and release them in the public interest, and we don’t want to 

undermine that. It’s a very important part of how we work. But I 

do think we need to understand how this happened and to make 

sure that ministers are secure in their offices to be able to have 

conversations that they know aren’t going to be leaked to hostile 

powers. 

 

AM: Week in, week out, you have been invigilating and cross-

questioning members of the government and from the health and 

social care side, and also senior officials. So in that spirit, let me 

ask you a couple of things. Do you think that Matt Hancock threw 

a protective ring around the care homes? 

JH: There were lots of mistakes made last year. I think we are, as 

a Select Committee, with the Science and Technology Select 

Committee, just finalising a report which is going to be our verdict, 

and so I don’t want to prejudge that. My own view is, looking at 

the entirety of what happened in the last year, there were some of 

the worst failures of the state in our lifetime, and also some of the 

biggest successes of the state in our lifetime. And any 

dispassionate judgement is going to have to put those two very 

contradictory things side by side.  
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AM: Well, I’m quite sure you’d say that the vaccine rollout was one 

of the great successes, but what happened in care homes, was 

that one of the great failures? 

JH: It was. And I think there was a blind spot there about the 

social care system, which is another reason why absolutely top of 

Sajid Javid’s list will be to get a 10-year plan for the social care 

system to really set it up for the future in the way that the ten-

year plan for the NHS did back in 2018.   

 

AM: We all watched you as you were cross-questioning Dominic 

Cummings and he was making those extraordinary claims about 

Matt Hancock, saying he’d lied 15 times and he should have been 

fired 15 times and so on and so on. And then you said that we 

haven’t seen the evidence for that. As we sit here now, have you 

seen any evidence for those charges against Matt Hancock made 

by Dominic Cummings? 

JH: No. But I think it’s also fair to say that if you take out the sort 

of personal vendettas and score settling, Dominic Cummings said 

some pretty important things that helped us understand why 

certain wrong decisions were made at crucial moments this time 

last year. And so I think it was a very important evidence session 

on that particular thing, and I do think the case is unproven. 

 

AM: Do you think that Dominic Cummings is an honest broker in 

this? 

JH: Well, he seems to have his own personal political agenda, and 

so have everyone in the world of politics. The trick, I think, is 

going to take that out of it and actually look at the things he said 

about why it was that decisions at crucial moments were not 

made, and that’s where I think what he said will be very helpful.  

 

AM: Let me ask you about the balance of power inside 

government. Sajid Javid is not, like Matt Hancock, one of the big 

voices of caution and pro-restrictions and so forth, and it does 

seem, as we were discussing earlier on in the programme, the 
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balance of power has shifted, as it were, in Cabinet. Is this, 

therefore, a more get rid of restrictions, move on July 5th kind of  

Cabinet than it was before? 

JH: I thought Salma Shah made a really interesting point when 

she said that. I think that might have been significant if it was six 

months ago, but I think the balance of opinion for everyone has 

now moved to learning to live with covid, getting on with our 

normal lives. Absent the variant that is immune to the vaccines 

that we have, and touch wood we don’t seem to have that at the 

moment. I think most people will say we’ve got to start getting 

back to normal, and I would agree with that. 

 

AM: We’re almost out of time, but a very quick question: you had 

six years and you weren’t able to solve the social care conundrum. 

How long does Sajid Javid have? 

JH: Six months. Because the government has said they will do it 

by the end of this year, and I know Sajid will want to honour that 

promise.  

 

AM: Gosh, really brisk answers. Jeremy Hunt, thanks so much 

indeed for joining me today. 

(ends) 

 


