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AM: I’m joined now by the Culture Secretary Oliver Dowen. Mr 

Dowden, the return to the rule of six happens tomorrow in 

England. Is there any chance of a delay to the road map to have 

legal restrictions on mixing removed by June 23rd – 21st? 

OD: Good morning, Andrew. And I think today and tomorrow are 

important days. There is a sense of relief in the air, and the 

reason why we can take these slow steps towards easing is 

because we’re on track both with the rollout of the vaccine and 

the road map. So we’re confident that we will deliver by mid-April 

on over 50s and the most vulnerable, and then we’ll get everyone 

vaccinated by the end of July, which allows us to stick to that road 

map. 

 

AM: So all legal restrictions on mixing go in June? 

OD: Well, remember as we go through to these phases, essentially 

when we get to stage three, which we’re aiming for by mid-May, 

that is basically getting us back to where we were last summer. 

But the problem with where we were last summer – and I 

certainly see this in sectors which I’m responsible for – is they 

couldn’t operate commercially in a viable way. So we need more 

people to be in theatres, we need more people to be in our sports 

stadiums. So in order to get between May and June, that is why 

we’re conducting a series of pilots to look at different factors that 

can be addressed to help us get to that point. So, for example, 

whether that is ventilation, whether that’s behaviour, whether that 

is the spread of the infection, we will undertake those pilots and 

then understand what further rules we have to have from then on. 
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AM: I will come to that, but let’s stick to the big picture for the 

moment, because Mark Woolhouse, who’s one of the more 

optimistic of your advisers, says that he is nervous about a great  

big bang ending of restrictions, and that makes a lot of sense to 

people, because if you look at the halt  or the delay in vaccines 

arriving in this country, if you think about some of the other 

problems that we’re facing at the moment, then it seems – the 

prime minister, for instance, talking about a third wave washing 

up on our shores, that doesn’t seem to quite fit with the idea of a 

general unlocking anyway.  

OD: Well, that’s why we’re pursuing this cautious road map. And 

remember, what we’ve chosen to do is have five-week intervals 

between each stage, and the reason for having five-week intervals 

is it gives you four weeks to see the effect of the spread from the 

easing, and then a week to prepare the rules. So ahead of each 

easing we’ll of course analyse the situation. We set out these four 

tests – 

AM: These things could be delayed? 

OD: Well, of course they could be delayed if the situation 

deteriorates. But at the moment we are on track. So thanks to the 

work of the British people and the excellent vaccine rollout we are 

confident both in going ahead with the easings from tomorrow 

and the next stages. 

 

AM: We’ve lost for the time being some five million AstraZeneca 

vaccines from India. Is the Moderna vaccine from America going 

to arrive like the cavalry in time to save us? 

OD: Well, we always knew there would be ups and downs in terms 

of the vaccine rollout. The key thing for your viewers to 

understand is that we remain on course to deliver the vaccine 

rollout by the middle of next month. That’s to say all the over-50s. 

Now, we expect that in April Moderna will come but we remain 

confident that we can deliver those two remaining – 

AM: Deliver on the vaccines without Moderna if necessary, you’ve 

got enough to do it? 
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OD: I’m not going to get into the details of every element of the 

supply chain.  

AM: I just wonder why you’re confident… 

OD: Because we always knew as we went through this we’d set 

out a relatively cautious road map for the vaccine rollout, we 

would have seen ups and downs. We were surging ahead a couple 

of weeks ago. There’s been a bit of a slowdown now, but that 

doesn’t undermine our confidence that we will be able to deliver 

for that crucial group, the over 50s, by the middle of April, and 

then for the rest of the adult population by the end of July.  

 

AM: Can you guarantee everybody a second dose within 12 

weeks, and will that be the same vaccine or might you mix them? 

OD: Yeah, well that is absolutely central, and in all our planning 

throughout this we have borne in mind that we have to get that 

second top up. And so we’re confident we’ll be able to deliver it 

and we are confident that it won’t require mixing the vaccines. 

 

AM: Very interesting. Now, on the current plans, after May 17th we 

can all go on holiday. Looking at what’s happening on the 

continent of Europe at the moment, is that really realistic? 

OD: Well, that’s not actually the case that after May 17th that we 

can go on holiday. What we have said is that we’ll have this 

review of international travel led by the Transport Secretary that’s 

going to report at the beginning of April. Clearly the situation on 

the continent is worrying and we’re seeing rising cases. And it has 

been the case historically in previous waves that a couple of 

weeks or three weeks later it hits the UK. Now, this time round 

because of the progress with the vaccine, I think we can have 

more confidence that it won’t hit us. But we do have to be vigilant. 

That’s why people still need to abide by the rules after Monday. 

This isn’t a complete free-for-all, this is limited easing, which we 

will then test the impact of over the following four weeks. 
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AM: Mark Woolhouse suggested that what may happen later in the 

summer is that you can go on holiday if you want to but you’ll 

have to accept more testing and possibly quarantine restrictions 

when you come back. In other words, it’ll be a quid pro quo. If 

you want to go, you can go, but you’re going to have to 

quarantine afterwards. Is that likely? Is that the kind of thing 

you’ll look for? 

OD: Well, that’s precisely why we have got this task force to look 

into global travel. It’ll be reporting at the beginning of April. The 

purpose of doing that is to look at how we can ensure safe 

international travel. I know everyone desperately wants to get 

their summer sun, particularly after this dreadful winter that we’ve 

had, but we have to do it in a safe way. And we have to be 

mindful, particularly, of the risk of new variants spreading.  

 

AM: I suppose the obvious point is that if you do do that an awful 

lot of people simply won’t be able to afford it and therefore won’t 

be able to go on holiday and we won’t have those kind optimistic 

sunny forever headlines we’ve seen in today’s papers? 

OD: Well, I think we’re in danger of speculating and pre-empting 

on what that review might come out with, but the purpose of the 

review is to look at how we can safely get international travel back 

again. 

 

AM: Can you guarantee that this will be the last lockdown? 

OD: Well, this is why we have chosen to go on this cautious path. 

The aim of doing it is – 

AM: Is it yes? 

OD: Well, the aim of doing this is to make sure that it’s 

irreversible. But certainly my whole experience of the past year, 

and I think everyone that’s watching’s experience in the past year, 

is you can’t rule things out. But we have every – 

AM: Another lockdown? 

OD: We have every confidence that we won’t have to have 

another lockdown because we’ve done this. And it’s the last thing 
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in the world we would want to do, and I’m confident that because 

of these measures we will avoid having a further lockdown. That is 

why we’re taking a more cautious approach. 

 

AM: Now, we mentioned vaccine passports. You need to get 

people into theatres, into sports stadia quite quickly. You’ve said 

yourself it has to happen quite soon this summer. That’s going to 

mean some kind of certification system. Can you give us an idea 

of what that might look like? Will it be NHS apps which say yes, 

this person has had a test within the last 72 hours or this person 

has been vaccinated? How’s it going to work? 

OD: Well, first of all we have not made decisions on covid 

certification. But I think it’s important that we examine it, because 

if we’re to get from where we hope to be in stage three – that is 

where we were roughly in the summer – last summer, through to 

much greater easing in the middle of June to make areas of our 

nationals look viable for the first time we need to look at all 

options. Michael Gove is leading that review. I’m working with 

him. And of course you can look, for example, at what’s 

happening in Israel and elsewhere to see the sort of factors that 

are contained within – 

AM: My point is – I’m sorry, time is short, however. You yourself 

have said that you are really worried about the future of the 

industries if you don’t get them all back in this summer. And yet 

the prime minister has said there’s no chance of vaccine passport 

until everybody’s been vaccinated, which doesn’t possibly happen 

till the end of July. So somehow you’ve got to get some kind of 

certification system if the theatres, if the sports club are going to 

survive before that? 

OD: Well, not necessarily. So this is why we’re conducting these 

pilots. So from the middle of April we’ll be conducting pilots in all 

sorts of different environments, whether that’s at the FA Cup Final 

for outdoors, or whether it’s the Crucible for indoors, and we’ll be 

testing a number of factors, including ventilation, one way 

systems, the effect of spread. So we will try and get the best 
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possible rules to allow that to happen. And remember, also in the 

summer, this is a respiratory disease so there is a natural easing 

of the disease over summer, which gives us further scope for 

easing. We have the continued rollout of the vaccine programme. 

Now, it won’t be complete, but will be a large way along the path. 

And remember, once we’ve got through all the over-50s, which 

we’re confident that we will do by the middle of April, that has a 

huge effect in terms of hospitalisations and in terms of deaths. 

Those were the things that drove us into the restrictions last time 

round. So there is flexibility. Of course we’ll consider covid 

certification as well, but it is not the only factor. 

 

AM: So let’s take a concrete example. July 11th, the Euro 

Championship Final in Wembley, which has got no roof, it’s open. 

Is it going to be full? 

OD: Well, I very much hope we’ll get as close as we can to being 

full. That’s the ambition that we’ve set out. I can’t give you a 

guarantee right now, because first of all we have to make sure 

that we continue to meet targets for the rollout of the vaccine and 

spread of the disease incidence, so we have to pass those four 

tests to have an easing from the middle of June. Secondly, we’re 

carrying out these pilots to see how we can do it as safely as 

possible. But the whole aim of it is to get to the point where we 

have as little social distancing as possible and to have it as full as 

possible. But I think to jump ahead to that point now, it’s just a bit 

too early. We need to go through those pilots, but the ambition is 

absolutely clear: to get as many people in as we possibly can, in 

or out, but to do so in a safe way. 

 

AM: Full disclosure. I want to go to the theatre, I want to go and 

hear live music, and I certainly want to go to the pub. What is the 

moral case against a vaccine passport? 

OD: Well, first of all I share your desire, and it’s top of my list to 

make all of those things happen, particularly the ones for which I 

have responsibility. I completely understand the concerns that 
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people have raised on civil liberties grounds and other issues. 

That’s why we’ve set up this review, so we can weigh up the 

benefits in terms of limiting the spread, we can weight up the 

costs, we can weigh up how we can deliver it. And I think it’s 

important that we have have – 

AM: You have to come to a decision quite soon. Some of your 

backbenchers are still very worried. Steve Baker talks about it 

being a ghastly trap. David Davies says the real aim of the 

certification system is to coerce people to get vaccinated, and that 

is absolutely wrong? What do you say to him? 

OD: Well, I think to have effective government policy and decision 

making it’s important that we review all the evidence and we take 

a proper decision on it. That’s why I’m working closely with the 

Chancellor, the Health Secretary is involved, the Transport 

Secretary is involved. We’re looking at the civil liberties concerns 

about it, we’re looking at the practicality of it, but also we’re 

looking at the benefits it could bring in the way that you described 

in order to facilitate further easing of the economy and allowing us 

to get back to doing the things that we love. Of course we would 

never look to do this on a permanent basis, it’s just whether it 

might be a tool in the short run. 

 

AM: Now, I think it’s fair to say that you’re a friend of David 

Cameron’s, you worked very closely with him. Did you come 

across Lex Greensill? 

OD: Well, I’ve been racking my brains on this. To the very best of 

my knowledge – and it’s not meant as a politician’s answer – I 

have no recollection of meeting them. I’m pretty sure I didn’t. But 

I suppose it’s possible that it happened. 

 

AM: Now, given what you’ve read in the Sunday Times this 

morning, either the Sunday Times has got it really badly wrong or 

David Cameron is in deep trouble. Do you think there should now 

be an independent inquiry, as has been suggested, into this? 
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OD: I believe there’s been an investigation into lobbying and that 

has been… I’ll just say a number of things on this. First of all, as 

far as I can tell no decision in government policy was changed as 

a result of any meetings that took place. They’ve been properly 

declared. And more important than any of that, I’ve worked with 

David Cameron for a number of years, as you said, I think he’s a 

man of the utmost integrity and I have no doubt at all he will have 

behaved properly throughout all of this. 

 

AM: But this looks awful. Alastair Graham, former Chairman of the 

Committee on Public Standards in Public Life says: ‘there clearly 

should be a full inquiry because it sounds like a genuine scandal in 

which the public purse was put at risk without proper political 

authority. Cameron should be made to answer questions about 

decisions for which he was accountable in office.’ I just put it to 

you, as a friend of David Cameron, that is right. 

OD: Well, obviously I don’t know the full ins and outs of this, but 

everything that I’ve seen has suggested – in line with my 

experience of working with David Cameron – that he’s behaved 

with complete integrity throughout this. 

 

AM: So no inquiry. I was talking a little while ago to Mark 

Drakeford, he says that the union is under greater threat than at 

any time in his life. Do you agree with that? 

OD: Well, I think we have a very, very serious choice – Scottish 

people have a very serious choice at the elections coming up in 

May, and it’s really do we get on with the job of defeating covid 

and rebuilding afterwards, or do we get caught up in yet more 

constitutional wrangling when we thought we’d addressed this 

four or five years ago – in fact it’s more than that now isn’t it – 

seven years ago when we had the referendum. Things haven’t 

changed since then, but what has changed is we’ve had covid, and 

it’s important that we get on with dealing with that.  
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AM: Just coming back to my question, do you agree with Mark 

Drakeford that the union is in greater peril than at any time in his 

lifetime? 

OD: Well, I think there is a real risk here and the way to deal with 

that risk is to make sure that you vote for a Conservative Party 

and Unionist parties that are committed to ensuring that our 

precious union. I see every day as Culture Secretary the strength 

that we have with all parts of our nation coming together. The 

richness that we’ve brought to the life of the world should be 

preserved. It would be a tragedy is that was put at risk. 

 

AM: Oliver Dowden, thanks very much indeed for coming in and 

talking to us.  

(ends) 

             


