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Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport 

 

AM: Can I start by showing you the back page of the Mail on 

Sunday today talking about the anger and dismay for football 

clubs and other sporting clubs that they’re not allowed to reopen 

on the 1st of October. They have done lots and lots of preparatory 

work, trying to open safely and they’ve experimented and they 

think so can do it. What was the science behind closing them off 

on the 1st of October? 

OD: Well look, nobody could be more disappointed than me or 

indeed the Prime Minister that we weren’t able to go ahead with 

socially distanced fans from the 1st of October, but the evidence 

we received from the Chief Scientific Advisor and the Chief Medical 

Officer was very clear, which was at a time of rapidly rising 

infections, when we’re considering restrictions elsewhere, it would 

not be wise to undertake any further easements. 

 

AM: Even though they’ve tried so hard to open to fans with social 

distancing, they worked really hard to make this happen? 

OD: Yes, and I pay tribute to them. We’ve worked very closely 

with the department as well and actually with a pilot so far we 

haven’t had any cases, but it is just against this backdrop of 

rapidly rising infections. I think your viewers, you  and indeed 

there’s a consensus across parliament that now is just not really 

the time to be having further easements and remember it’s not 

just in the stadium, it’s the journey to and from the stadium as 

well. At each of those points there’s chances for a further social 

interaction and risk of virus spread. So right now is not the time to 

do it.  

 

AM: Let’s be absolutely clear. What you are doing or not allowing 

them to do is going to destroy quite a lot of clubs. Clubs who have 

been the mainstay of their cities and their towns for a long time 
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are going to go under this winter because of what you are doing. 

The EFL’s Rick Parry, their Chairman says: “It just seems a little 

bizarre that you can still go into pubs and clubs and circulate, 

albeit you have to come out at 10 o’clock. It’s a tad ironic and 

disappointing as we had 7 extremely successful pilots at the 

weekend.” 

OD: Yeah well look, I’ve spoken a lot to Rick Parry and indeed I’ve 

spoken a lot to the Premier League as well. I’m very mindful of the 

impact on clubs and look,  clubs had our back during the crisis, 

they did huge amounts for their communities, they’re the jaws of 

their communities and we’re determined to have –  

AM: And they’re going under. 

OD: - well we’re determined to have their back as the government 

a well and we’re working closely with them to see how we can 

support them. First of all we need to look to the Premier League. 

I’ve been touch with the Premier League a lot over the past few 

days, they’re working closely with the EFL to see how they can 

support them. The Prime Minister and I have been clear, the 

Premier League needs to start by looking after the football family 

as a whole and indeed they’re having productive conversations 

and I’m hopeful that they’ll reach a deal this coming week in 

relation to that. And then beyond that  look across all wider 

sports. Remember it’s not just football, we’re looking at what 

further support we can provide them. We take this very seriously 

as a government. But by the way we have provided huge amounts 

of support already. Look at the Furlough Scheme, look at Business 

rates relief, look at the loans – all of those clubs have been able to 

take advantage of. 

 

AM: But if they can’t get the fans in they can’t survive many of 

these clubs. They’ve now got another six months. What public 

health measures over those six months will they have to look to to 

realise that they can reopen again? 

OD: Well first of all we keep this constantly under review. As I said 

at this time of rapidly rising infections we didn’t feel that this was 
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the right time. If we start to get this under control of course we’ll 

continue to review it. We are working for example with the clubs, 

with medical advisors to see what kind of further innovations we 

can introduced to further decrease the risk. We’re shared with the 

clubs and government in the desire to minimise the risk associated 

with this and open as rapidly as we can, but it simply is not 

possible against this backdrop of rising infections. And I think if we 

went ahead against this backdrop of rising infections there will be 

real concern from spectators and indeed from the general public 

thinking why are we doing this at this stage? 

 

AM: In Germany, for instance there are very very specific signals 

which the German government sends to German football clubs 

which has allowed them to carry on playing. The Bundesliga fans 

are allowed back into the stadiums at 20% capacity. If the seven 

day infection rate in their home city is below 35 per hundred 

thousand. Now those kind of very specific markers would help a 

lot of British clubs. Why can’t we do the same as Germany 

OD: Well look, we’re exploring all those things, but I should say 

that the backdrop against taking this decision – and by the way 

this is why we were working towards the first, we wanted to be 

able to achieve what they’ve achieved in Germany and elsewhere, 

but against the backdrop of rapidly rising infections we didn’t think 

that it was the appropriate time now, but we are exploring all 

those things and of course we’re continuing to explore what would 

be the ideal solution, absent of vaccine, which would be if you 

have large amounts of in day testing to give people a so called 

freedom pass to be able to into those stadiums. So we’re exploring 

that, we’re exploring further technological innovations  but we’re 

also looking at how we can support the clubs through this difficult 

period. 

 

AM: Your colleague, the Sports Minister, Nigel Huddleston said: 

“Where it can we will expect the top tiers of professional sport to 

look at ways it can support itself with the government focusing on 
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those most in need.” I want to ask you what top tier means? We 

all understand it means Manchester City and Arsenal and Liverpool 

in football, what does it  mean in rugby, what does it mean in 

cricket? 

OD: Well I think the Sports Minister was talking there about 

football and that means the Premier League. So we are having 

discussions, as I said, with the Premier League to ensure that they 

can support the wider EFL family, because of course they rely on 

the grassroots to bring up the talent. In respect of other areas 

such as rugby I know what a parlay state rugby union is and again 

I’ve been in touch with rugby union, we’re working very 

intensively with them to understand exactly what support they 

need, but again remember that we have given them a lot of 

support already for example through furlough and we have 

provided them with loans and other facilities. And we’re working 

closely with the Treasury. I’ve been in touch with the Chancellor a 

lot to see what further support we can provide them. 

 

AM: And when it comes to the rich clubs, are you going to impose 

restrictions on them in return for support in terms of how much 

they’re paying their players, what they’re spending on transfer 

fees and so forth? In other words, there is a lot of money in parts 

of the system, are you going to insist that the clubs as it were 

help poorer clubs rather than  spend huge amounts of money 

hiring a new striker? 

OD: Well and that’s exactly what we’re saying to them. I was 

speaking to the Premier League on Friday. I was very clear that 

we expect the Premier League to support the EFL and in fairness 

to them they appreciate that as well. We’re working constructively 

together. Of course it will be challenging working out the details of 

that and those discussion are ongoing, but I am confident we will 

be able to reach an agreement.  

 

AM: Let me turn to the arts. Rishi Shunak, the Chancellor said 

when we was asked about the lack of support for the huge 
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numbers of freelance people across the arts, he said: “It’s 

important now that support is focused on companies that can 

provide viable jobs.” That suggests the government thinks that a 

lot of these arts jobs are quotes: “No viable.”  

OD: Well of course there are challenges with bringing back arts 

and it is worth saying that we have brought back  a socially 

distanced theatre. I know that doesn’t work for a large part of the 

sector. That is why we’ve got the biggest ever single investment in 

arts and culture with one and a half billion pound fund support. 

That is  larger than any other country around the world.  

 

AM: Two clear questions about that first of all. This support is 

really for institutions and buildings in terms of loans and grants. 

When are individual theatres desperate to know what they’re 

going to get, if anything, when are they doing to find out what 

they’re going to get? 

OD: Well, it is to support that underlying infrastructure to ensure 

that the jobs are there as they come back. We took the decision to 

consider all of the applications in one go, because we wanted to 

weigh up the merits of each of them against one another to be 

completely fair about it, so the applications are in and we expect 

in October those payments to be made. In the meantime if 

institutions find  themselves –  

AM: So they’ll know next month? 

OD: Yes, they will know next month but in the meantime we’ve 

been clear that they can get support in the interim if they’re in a 

very difficult situation. It is worth noting though, Andrew, in 

respect of what you said about the wider creative industries. 

That’s why for example I’ve prioritised getting film back. I was at 

Pinewood on Friday. They’re completely full. That is creating jobs 

for freelancers and creators. 

 

AM: Very important, because 75% I think of the people working in 

theatre and creative industries generally are freelancers. The 

actors and the musicians and so on and so on and they have got 
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absolutely no help and no support from the Chancellor’s winter 

plan.  

 

OD: Well, they have already had support  

AM: Some have. 

OD: through the Self Employed Furlough Scheme 

AM: Many haven’t. 

OD: We are also working to open up the wider creator industries. 

Money has already come through for example through Arts 

Council England and others to support them, but look, I’m not 

denying the challenges here. These are very difficult decisions 

we’re having to take as a government and I’m acutely mindful of 

the economic costs that this has and we’ve already seen 700,000 

jobs lost across the economy, but ultimately we have taken a 

decision as a government that we need to protect lives by taking 

these further measures but we’re also working with the Chancellor 

and others to ensure the support is there and you saw some more 

of that last week. 

 

AM: My question really is whether you’re following the science in 

any of this really at all. Sam Mendes, very very prominent 

producer, says: “How is it different from sitting next to someone in 

a metal tube for eight hours in a plane? It’s not different – he’s 

talking about going to the theatre – it’s a matter of personal 

choice.” Don’t  you need to relax a bit? 

OD: Well I’ve discussed this with Sam Mendes and I pay tribute to 

him. He helped us feed in ideas as we created the one and a half 

billion pound package. The simple answer is, against this backdrop 

of rapidly rising infections much as I would like to contemplate 

further easements we can’t do it at this stage. We are working 

intensively with all of the arts sector and theatres to see how we 

can mitigate risks so that we can go down that path. But we have 

had to stall on that path given where we are with the rapidly rising 

infections.   
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AM: You’re forcing all restaurants and all pubs to close at ten 

returning us to the last orders culture.   What’s the science behind 

that?  

OD: Well, I think we’ve all seen indeed this was the advice that 

we’d been given by the Chief Scientific Advisors –  

AM: any actual sign? 

OD: So the risk here is as people have more to drink, later on in 

the evening, the amount of social distancing reduces. People get 

friendlier with each other and there’s  a greater risk of spread. 

That is why –  

 

AM: Those of us who remember the old days, when there was a 

hard when there was a hard end to drinking in pubs remember 

what happened in the last hour to half hour. Everybody just drank 

harder and faster and poured out all together – as is happening in 

London now. In other words, there is no science behind this, I put 

it to you, and it could make things worse not better. 

OD: There is definitely science behind it. That’s why we’re 

requiring people to be seated in pubs and restaurants. That’s 

stops the flow of them to and from the bar. We are reducing the 

closing times in order to stop people staying later and drinking. 

And the point about all of this is that everyone has their part to 

play. If we all play by the rules we can ensure that there are not 

further, more draconian, restrictions.  

 

AM: We’ve heard from the government advisers earlier on in this 

programme that there was lots of modelling about what would 

happen if students went back to university in terms of spreading 

the coronavirus. That is exactly what has happened. Why was it 

allowed to happen? You knew what was going to happen in 

universities and yet you went ahead. 

OD: Well, first of all we have chosen, as a government, to 

prioritise children’s education. That is why we’ve got, I think it’s 99 

per cent of – it is actually - 99 per cent of schools are now back 

and safely back. In respect of universities, young people have paid 
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a huge price during this crisis. I think it’s only fair to try and get 

them back. We’ve got very clear guidelines for them.  

AM: I’m sorry to jump in again, but they’re paying a huge price in 

terms of their tuition fees for tuition they’re not getting in the way 

they’d expected, and they’re paying rents in terms of student 

accommodation where they are locked in at the moment. They are 

not getting anything like the experience they signed up for. Should 

they not at least get some of their money back? 

OD: Well, clearly the experience is not as it would be, given this 

crisis. But we’re doing that in order to reduce the spread of the 

disease and enable them to go back at all. And I think it’s 

important for students not to have to give up a year of their life  

by not going to university. And they are going to university and 

paying the fees accordingly. 

 

AM: Let’s turn to another of the big stories around at the moment 

this morning. Paul Dacre, editor of the Daily Mail, heading for 

Ofcom, we’re told and Lord Moore, formerly Charles Moore, the 

writer and Conservative commentator heading for the 

chairmanship of the BBC. Can I ask you directly, have they been 

offered these jobs? 

OD: No, we have a formal process for them to go through. So I 

will be launching shortly the competition for the chair of the BBC, 

but in chair of the BBC we want a really strong, robust character 

that can hold the BBC to account. A strong chairman. And 

particularly look at three things – and I talked about before, first 

of all ensuring genuine impartiality from the BBC. Secondly, 

keeping up with the enormous technological changes. Look at the 

emergence of Netflix, Amazon platforms and so on. But also 

ensure the BBC represents the whole of the United Kingdom, not 

just a narrow metropolitan outlook. And I think actually the BBC’s 

making good progress towards this. I’m a huge fan of the BBC. 

And look, only the BBC could have produced in the past year or so 

everything from Fleabag to Once Upon A Time in Iraq. So it’s 

about ensuring that we deliver those two things. 



9 
ANDREW MARR SHOW, OLIVER DOWNDEN, MP  

 

 

AM: Absolutely clear, there has been no behind the scenes 

conversation with these gentlemen offering them those jobs? 

OD: Well, look, of course I have conversations with people all the 

time, but there is a formal process – 

AM: Are you offering them the jobs? 

OD: It is not my role to offer them the job. There is a process to 

go through, so we will launch the competition, we will have 

interviews and the basic process is that the interviews will be 

conducted by an independent panel and then whoever is deemed 

appointable, the choice will then be put to Ministers, and Ministers 

will make that decision. 

 

AM: Alright, so there’s going to be no cronyism. It’s not to do with 

friendship, this is going to be a completely transparent process 

that everybody will be satisfied with? 

OD: I want to ensure that we have the very best people possible,  

the best person possible to lead Ofcom as chairman, the best 

person possible to lead the BBC as chair. As I say, there’s 

tremendous challenges ahead and we want the best person to 

deal with that.  

 

AM: Right, Oliver Dowden, thanks very, very much indeed for 

joining me this morning. 

ENDS 

 

 


