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AM: Diane Abbott, welcome. You heard Jo Swinson just now 

talking about this one line bill coming in on Tuesday. What is 

Labour’s attitude to it? 

DA: Labour’s attitude to an election is we are up for an election. 

We have over half a million members and they want an election. I 

don’t think any of us believe that Boris Johnson should be in 

power for a minute longer than is necessary. Jo Swinson’s bill, we 

haven’t had the chance to discuss is with her or the SNP. We saw 

it about the same time that you saw it. We’ll discuss it with her. 

What is problematic about the bill is not necessarily the notion of 

an election on the 9th of December, it’s that the bill is calling on 

the EU to give us an extension. We can’t dictate to the EU what 

length of extension they want to give. We have to hear from 

them. 

 

AM: So to be absolutely clear, because the expectation now after 

the publication of this bill is that the EU will grant an extension 

until the end of January, January 31st. If that happens and this bill 

is now on the floor of the House of Commons, there is no reason 

for Labour not to vote for it. You know you avoid what you 

consider crashing out without a deal because there’s a delay until 

the end of January and you get the election that you say you 

want. What’s the problem? 

DA: There’s a big if in that. We need to know what sort of 

extension the EU is going to give. I mean it would be a disaster 

for British industry and the country if we came out of the EU 

without a deal. For instance, look at security. We’ve got those 

awful events in Essex and with those 39 migrants who died in the 

back of a lorry. If we crash out without a deal we’d have no 

access to the European Arrest Warrant, we’d have no access to 
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Europol, we’d have not access to all sorts of important databases. 

We cannot crash out of the EU without a deal and Labour will do 

anything in its power to stop that. 

 

AM: I want to come onto those other subjects in a moment, but 

just to go back to this, if, to be absolutely clear – if the EU says 

the extension lasts until the end of January, does Labour back this 

bill? 

DA: We’re waiting to see what the EU says, but  make no mistake, 

Labour Party members, over half a million of them, and the 

Labour Party is up for an election. 

 

AM: If you’re up for an election you should back the bill. There’s 

no getting round it. 

DA: No, no. Because the danger would be that we come out of the 

EU without – and I’ve said to you, even just looking at security, 

that would be disastrous.  

 

AM: Yeah, but when you say – you’ve said again and again that 

you will back an election as soon as no deal is taken off the table. 

What do you mean by taken – do you mean forever or for a few 

months – because if it’s forever then there’s no chance of an 

election for a long time anyway. 

DA: We need to know what sort of extension the EU is granting 

because everything turns on that. 

AM: But that doesn’t take no deal off the table, does it, because if 

they grant an extension to the end of January, we could have no 

deal then. I mean the two things are different, aren’t they? 

DA: They are different, but first and foremost, we said it over and 

over again, we need  to know what sort of extension the EU is 

granting. When we know that, we’ll consider Boris’ proposal. 

 

AM: Sorry, but I’m asking a different question. I’m asking what do 

you mean as a party when you say we will have an election once 

no deal is taken off the table. To put it another way, what would 
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the Prime Minister have to do to get the Labour Party to support 

an election? 

DA: Well he could come to parliament and categorically give 

parliament an undertaking that he’s not going to come out without 

a deal. But he won’t do that because coming out without a deal is 

something that people around him like Dominic Cummings would 

want, because then it becomes not just Brexit but a Trump Brexit, 

opening up the British economy to American multinationals. But if 

he were to come to parliament and unequivocally say that he’s not 

going to crash out without a deal, we’d be satisfied with that.  

 

AM: Because to a lot of people watching, it seems that the Labour 

Party keeps saying we want an election and then finds a reason 

not to actually vote for an election. Let me remind you of what 

your Leader said. Jeremy Corbyn said before the so called Benn 

Act, for the extension, this is what he told the House of Commons: 

 

JEREMY CORBYN MP 

Speaking in September 

I repeat what I said last night. Let this bill pass and gain royal 

assent, then we will back an election so we do not crash out with 

a no deal exit from the European Union.  

 

AM: The bill has passed, it has got royal assent and yet you’re not 

calling for an election.  

DA: As I said to you, we can’t take the risk of having an election 

and then because parliament isn’t sitting in the period of that 

election, we crash out on the 31st.  

 

AM: So we would be in a very, very difficult and strange position 

here, which is the EU is waiting to determine the length of the 

extension by looking at what parliament’s going to do and 

parliament is looking at the EU waiting to hear what the EU’s 

going to do, and between the two nothing happens, which is why 

the people are getting really really frustrated with this. 
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DA: Yeah, but that’s how the media is presenting it. It is 

reasonable for parliament to wait for the EU to make a decision 

about the extension. 

 

AM: I was quoting Jeremy Corbyn, which is perhaps unfair. Let me 

quote somebody else. Let me quote Diane Abbott at the time of 

the Tory leadership election. You said that all of these people, 

whoever becomes the leader of the Conservative Party, won’t 

have a majority, they won’t be able to deliver Brexit. You were 

quite right about all of that and therefore we need a General 

Election.  Those things have transpired and yet we’re still not 

getting a General Election. 

DA: Because of the threat of no deal: the threat to security, apart 

from the threat to business and industry. And we wouldn’t be a 

serious national party if we didn’t take those threats seriously. 

 

AM: But how do you get rid of this? I mean this is the problem. 

How do you get rid of the threat of no deal? The only way to do it 

is either to pass a deal and the only thing on offer is Boris 

Johnson’s deal, or else, I suppose, to revoke Article 50 and yet 

neither of those things are proposed. 

DA: Well, one way of doing it would be for Boris Johnson to come 

to the floor of the House and give the House of Commons a 

commitment that whatever happens he will not take Britain out of 

the EU without a deal. 

 

AM: So if he came to the House of Commons tomorrow and said 

assuming that we’ve got an extension until the 31st of January and 

an election I can absolutely promise I don’t try and crash out 

before that, you would vote for that liberal –  

DA: If he said clearly and unequivocally that I will not take Britain 

out of the EU without a deal, I think not just the Labour Party will 

be satisfied, a lot of Labour – a lot of Labour MPs, a lot of 

Conservative MPs will be satisfied. Let’s wait to see if he does that. 
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AM: Let’s ask you about one of other big stories, the terribly story 

of the week of the 39 people who were killed in that lorry.  If you 

were Labour Home Secretary in a Labour government, what would 

you do to ensure that kind of thing was much less likely to happen 

in the future? 

DA: There’s a number of things you’d have to do. First of all, I 

think one of the things we’re seeing is that these smaller east 

coast ports are more vulnerable than Dover for instance which has 

a lot of very serious safeguards. So one of the things you would 

do is look at security in those smaller ports. 

 

AM: Invest in thermal imaging and so on? 

DA: Thermal imaging, more border guards but we need to look at 

the security in these east coast ports because that’s clearly a 

problem. The other thing we would do is we need to have a lot 

more international cooperation. One of the concerns about 

crashing out of the EU without a deal is we lose, as I said, access 

to European Arrest Warrants, we lose access to important 

databases, we lose access to Europol, so we have to look, if we 

are out of the EU by that time which we can’t at this point say, we 

have to look at better EU wide cooperation and better 

international cooperation altogether. You cannot stop international 

people trafficking gangs if people trafficking is what this is, you 

can’t stop them without working internationally. Yes, we can try 

and make our east coast ports more secure but you have to have 

more international cooperation and that’s not what the Tories are 

talking about at this time.  

 

AM: So more border controls is what many people might have not 

have expected the Labour Party to be talking about. 

DA: No, better, better border controls. What you want is security 

at the smaller borders which is the same as the security you have 

at Dover. 
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AM: And to be absolutely clear, this allows people to see inside 

lorries to work out whether there are illegal immigrants inside 

lorries who may be in appalling circumstances, and open them? 

DA: Well it may not be practical to look inside every lorry but you 

do have to step up, it seems to me at this point, the level of 

security at these small ports. 

 

AM: You’ve always said that you wanted safe and legal routes for 

legitimate migrants coming into the UK. Do you distinguish in that 

between people who are fleeing from war or famine or being 

persecuted because of their sexuality or religion on the one hand, 

and people who simply want a better life, who are coming from 

poorer countries who want to do better in this country? Do you 

discriminate between those groups? 

DA: It’s not for us to discriminate between those groups, no. 

AM: So you don’t? 

DA: Well, you know, you know why we had the Windrush scandal. 

You know why all of those elderly West Indians went through a 

horrible time, some of them being refused medical treatment, 

some of them dying before their case could be resolved, it’s this 

type of debate around migration. We have to look at what is fair, 

we have to look at what is right, we do have to look at improving 

safe and legal routes. But the longer the media and some 

politicians talk about migration in this way, the more at risk we are 

of another Windrush scandal. If you look at the EU, the EU three 

million in this country, that’s a Windrush scandal waiting to 

happen. 

 

AM: And when you talk about a safe and legal route, people being 

able to come in so they’re not stuffed inside the back of 

refrigerated lorries, how does that actually happen, how do you 

make that happen? Do you for instance move the border from 

Calais to Dover so people could be processed and investigated 

here? 
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DA: I think what you have to do is lose the assumption that 

immigrants are a threat and migrants are always a problem. You 

have to get the information from people who are seeking to come 

here. It’s a different type of process. It’s a different type of 

attitude but it’s making it easier for people to come where they 

may have  a legal claim to come because they’ve got family here, 

it’s about safe and legal routes. And it’s not about how they –  

AM: If it’s making it easier for people to come - some people will 

look at for instance the ONS figures this week talking about the 

population of the UK going up by more than 3 million by 2028, 

that’s three Birminghams arriving in, not arriving but growing up 

in this country and the pressure that will put on public services, do 

you worry about this country simply becoming literally 

overcrowded or do you think that’s ridiculous? 

DA: This is exactly the type of debate which led to the Windrush 

scandal. You are more likely to be helped by a nurse or a doctor 

from a migrant background than be behind them in the queue. 

Let’s look at what this country’s needs are. Let’s look at how we 

can have a more efficient immigration system, but above all – no, 

no, no but just let me finish. Let’s look at how we can have an 

immigration system which reflects these people’s, which reflects 

this country’s values.  

 

AM: You talk very rightly about people working inside the NHS and 

bringing economic value to the country. The problem with that is 

that your conference motion on all of this said very clearly that the 

Labour Party would reject any immigration system based on 

incomes, migrant’s utility to business and numbers of capital 

targets. That suggests that you know what people can bring to 

this country is not going to be part of your thinking at all. 

DA: No. I mean I made a series of speeches on immigration policy 

and we made it clear that first of all we want to stand up for 

family rights, we want to stand up for human rights, and yes, of 

course, we need to look at the contribution that migrants currently 
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make to the health service and to social care and not constantly 

try and stigmatise them. 

 

Ends  


