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AM: Mr Drakeford, welcome. When can you tell the people of 

Wales that this will definitely have been the last lockdown? 

MD: I’m afraid I don’t think anybody responsible in my position 

will be able to do that any time soon. Of course we hope it won’t 

be (sic) but we see what’s happening on the continent of Europe, 

we know about the new variants that are being discovered around 

the globe. There’s a job of work still to be done in making sure the 

coronavirus is genuinely in the rear view mirror. 

 

AM: You’ve started to open out; when will be the first time that 

somebody like yourself can go into a Welsh pub and order a pint 

of something absolutely delicious? 

MD: I’m hoping that by the end of April people will be able to 

enjoy outdoor hospitality. Meeting indoors we know is always 

more dangerous. That’s likely to have to wait until May.  

 

AM: That is very, very bad news for a lot of small businesses in 

Wales. The chief executive of the Welsh Beer and Pub Association, 

Emma McClarkin, says, ‘hundreds of brewing and pub businesses 

across Wales are desperate for a road map with dates on when 

they can reopen.’ But they’re not going to get that are they? 

They’re going to have to wait.  

MD: Well, I’ll be setting out on Thursday of this week the 

prospectus for the whole of April and into May. It will give the 

sector the certainty that it is looking for. But this is an inherently 

uncertain time. We study the figures in Wales every single day. At 

the moment things are heading in the right direction. But we know 

how quickly this virus can change, and I’m not prepared to give 

people false assurances too far into the future. 
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AM: One thing that could of course help is so-called vaccine 

passports to allow people to go into restaurants and pubs, show 

they’ve been vaccinated or had a test recently. Are you going to 

introduce that in Wales? 

MD: Prepared to go on considering this on a four-nation basis. I 

think there are definitely prizes to be won through domestic 

vaccine certification. But there are some very big practical and 

ethical challenges to face as well. What about those people who 

can’t be vaccinated because their health conditions don’t allow 

that to happen? What would happen to them? How could we be – 

AM: I’m sorry, you could account for that on the app. There could 

be a system of self-certification for that.  

MD: Well, I think that just takes us down into the practical issues. 

If it’s a self-certification system then what reliance could we put 

on the fact that somebody produces a certificate? A certificate will 

have to mean something, and that inevitably means we’d have to 

have a system to make sure that that was authentically the case. 

Now, I don’t say that these problems can’t be solved, but I am 

saying that we’ve got to work together to make sure that if we are 

to introduce such a system it has to be fair and it has to be 

reliable. 

 

AM: And you can do that in Wales yourself. You’re not simply 

going to wait for Michael Gove to tell you what to do. 

MD: Well, we wouldn’t be doing that, but I did have an 

opportunity on Tuesday of this week to discuss this very issue with 

Mr Gove and with the First Ministers of Scotland and Northern 

Ireland. I think it’s an issue that we should work on together and 

we should solve together. But of course all parts of the United 

Kingdom retain our autonomous decision making.  

 

AM: Now, you’ve suggested that some restrictions could still be in 

place at the end of the year. Can you give the people of Wales 
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any idea whatever about when they will return to something like 

normal life? 

MD: Well, by the end of this year I still think that we will need to 

go on doing the things we’ve learnt to do, mask wearing in 

crowded places, the hand washing, the social distancing and so 

on. This virus is with us for the foreseeable future, albeit that 

because of vaccination and other measures we are taking life can 

be and will be better. But the idea that with one bound we are 

free and that coronavirus is something that is over, that’s not my 

message to people here in Wales. We have to go on doing the 

things that keep each other and one another safe. 

 

AM: Do you accept that you made some serious mistakes in the 

handling of coronavirus, given that Wales has such a terrible, 

terrible overall death rate? 

MD: Well, there’s no doubt at all that when we look back, knowing 

what we know now, there are things that we might have done 

differently. But at every point in our handling of the virus we have 

taken the best scientific advice that we can, we’ve made the 

decisions, the difficult decisions sometimes, to protect people here 

in Wales. Some parts of Wales have had a torrid time and when 

we look back we will look to see what we might have been able to 

do differently. Knowing what we knew then rather than looking 

back and thinking what we know now. 

 

AM: Yes, I understand that. But you’ve had more lockdowns than 

in England and the Welsh mortality rate is 196 deaths per 

100,000, which is higher than the overall UK rate. So you had the 

lockdowns and yet you didn’t stop the death rate rising so high. 

What, in looking back, do you think is the single biggest mistake 

you made? 

MD: Well, I think when we look right back to the very beginning, if 

we had known then what we know now about the speed at which 

this virus can be transmitted we would have taken some actions 

earlier than we did. I think that would have been true across the 
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United Kingdom. We’ve had no more lockdowns in Wales than 

anywhere else. We’ve generally gone into them earlier and gone 

into them deeper, because that’s the advice that we’ve been given 

by SAGE and by our Chief Medical Officer, that you should act 

early and that you should act decisively, and that’s what we’ve  

tried to do in Wales.  

 

AM: Now, I know we all pretend that polls don’t matter and yet 

hover over them obsessively, but the polls for these elections 

suggest that Welsh Labour’s going to face its worst ever 

performance in a Senedd election. The current state of the Labour 

Party is 32 per cent and on course for just 22 seats. Why do you 

think that drubbing might be about to happen? 

MD: Well, I don’t think that drubbing is about to happen, so I’m 

not prepared to start from that premise. But I do think that this is 

a challenging election for the Labour Party in Wales, of course. 

Fighting it during a pandemic, fighting it at a time when we’ve 

been in office here for the whole of the period of devolution. But 

this will be an election in Wales about trust and about ambition. 

Who do people in Wales trust to complete the job of keeping 

Wales safe? Which is the party that has the genuine ambition to 

lead Wales, not simply out of coronavirus but into the sort of 

future that people in Wales want? My job, the job of Labour 

candidates and Labour activists throughout Wales will be to have 

those conversations, to persuade people once again that it is the 

Labour Party here which is closest to their hopes for the future 

and the party that they should trust again to be in government 

here in Wales. 

 

AM: Are you a unionist? 

MD: I believe in the United Kingdom, and I think that Wales’s 

future is best secured through participating in a successful United 

Kingdom, and I think the United Kingdom is better for having 

Wales in it.  
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AM: You say that but you’ve got no fewer than three candidates in 

these elections, Labour candidates, who are pro-independence, 

and 51 per cent of your party members are also pro-

independence. I wonder if Labour in Wales is drifting in a pro-

independence way quite fast. 

MD: Well, the experience of coronavirus on the one hand and the 

Johnson government on the other have undoubtedly made many 

people in Wales wonder whether we would be better off in a more 

detached position. Once you have conversations with people, 

when you begin to ask them what do they mean by independence, 

then I think what they describe is what we describe in the Labour 

Party.  

 

AM: The reason I’m asking about this is looking at one of the 

recent polls on independence, independence is up to 39 per cent, 

which is very high. I’m wondering if Mark Drakeford’s kind of 

political legacy might be as the midwife for Plaid Cymru, a midwife 

for Welsh independence. That actually, you know, for all your 

handling of the pandemic that is going to be the end result of this. 

MD: Well, the same poll that you quoted at me earlier showed 

independence in Wales at 14 per cent. I think that’s a more 

genuine reflection of what actual independence is in the minds of 

Welsh people. My ambition leading Wales is to have powerful 

devolution where the decisions that matter to people in Wales are 

made by people who live in Wales, but where we go on being part 

of a United Kingdom that is fair to all and delivers for all. 

 

AM: It’s just very, very odd that you say you’re pro-the United 

Kingdom, you’re a unionist party, and yet three of your candidates 

are independence candidates. What’s happened? 

MD: Well, as I say, the conversation over the last 12 months, the 

way the Welsh government has used our powers to keep Wales 

safe and to do things in a way that continues to command the 

support of people in Wales, has led many people to ask whether 

the current arrangement is the right one. Now, I believe that the 
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United Kingdom has to be fundamentally reformed if it is to 

survive and that it is in greater peril today than it’s been at any 

time in my political lifetime. But I go on making the case – 

AM: I’m sorry to jump in, but if after these elections you have the 

option or the necessity to go into a coalition government with 

Plaid, would you accept an independence referendum in Wales as 

the price for that? 

MD: I’ve always said myself that if a party that proposes such a 

referendum wins an election then of course such a referendum 

should be held in Wales. But if you can’t win an election with that 

proposition, then I don’t think you’ve got the democratic mandate 

to do so. 

 

AM: So that sounds like no. Mark Drakeford, thank you very much 

indeed for talking to us this morning.  

(ends) 

 

 

 

 


