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AM: Welcome Mr Miliband. Was it right that Rebecca Long-Bailey 

was sacked? 

EM: It was. It’s important to explain why, because Rebecca is a 

very decent person, but the reason why there was a problem – 

the Maxine Peake interview, so the original interview Rebecca then 

tweeted, is not that it had a criticism of the state of Israel. I’m a 

big critic of what the Israeli government has done on a number of 

occasions. Instead it was a false criticism of the state of Israel 

linked – or rather, the Israeli Defence Force – linked to the death 

of George Floyd, wrongly, saying that somehow the tactics that 

killed George Floyd had been learnt from the Israelis. Let me 

explain why this is an important point. And the problem is that 

over the centuries when calamitous things have happened Jews 

have been blamed. And that’s why there was an anti-Semitism 

issue in that – in relation to this. And that’s why I believe Keir took 

the right decision.  

 

AM: Do you think that Rebecca Long-Bailey understood that? Do 

you think that she is anti-Semitic? 

EM: No, I don’t think she is anti-Semitic. I think she made a 

significant error of judgement. I know Rebecca well. I think she’s  

a decent person. But let me tell you what this underlines. This 

underlines the fact that Keir recognises the gravity of the hurt that 

has been caused to the Jewish community over the last few years 

by our failure to deal properly with issues of anti-Semitism. And it 

indicates that he is absolutely determined to get on top of it. 

Because we cannot have a debate at the next general election 
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about whether Labour’s an anti-Semitic party or whether Labour is 

allowing anti-Semitism.  

 

AM: Just in the interests of natural justice, as it were, let’s remind 

ourselves what Rebecca Long-Bailey herself said. She said that 

she’d re-tweeted an interview that her constituent, Maxine Peake, 

the actress, had given. ‘Its main thrust,’ – the interview – ‘was 

anger with the Conservative government’s handling of the current 

emergency and a call for Labour Party unity. In no way was my 

re-tweet an intention to endorse every part of that article.’ That is 

a perfectly reasonable explanation, and I wonder therefore 

whether sacking her so abruptly wasn’t an overreaction.  

EM: I don’t think it was an overreaction. I don’t think you can – I 

don’t think there can be a sense of overreaction when you know 

the scale of the problem we’re facing. And look, the problem 

about the interview – and I’ve met Maxine Peake as well, who I 

think is a perfectly decent person – but the problem – and Maxine 

Peake has apologised, and I think that’s significant. Because I 

think the problem about it was it’s the casualness of it that is, in a 

way, the problem. You know, a terrible thing happens to George 

Floyd and the Israeli Defence Force are somehow singled out. I 

think Britain has trained the – has had exchanges with American 

police forces, but Britain wasn’t singled out. And I think that’s why 

we’ve got to be incredibly vigilant on these issues. 

 

AM: Not everybody in your party agrees with that, do they? 

Because John McDonnell, a very senior figure in the party, a 

former Shadow Chancellor, he says, ‘it’s always been said criticism 

of the practises of the Israeli state is not anti-Semitic. I don’t 

believe, therefore, that this article is, or Rebecca Long-Bailey 

should have been sacked. I stand in solidarity with her.’ 

EM: Sure. Well, there’s a little disagreement, and Keir’s leader. But 

you know, honestly, I have been critical of the state of Israel. 

There are parts of the Jewish community that didn’t like lots of 

things I said about Israel when I was leader. I’ve never shrunk 
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from criticism of it. When I hear that there may be annexation of 

30 per cent of the West Bank by the Israeli government, which 

may happen under the so-called Trump Peace Plan soon, I think 

it’s appalling. So it’s absolutely not, absolutely not about whether 

you can criticise the state of Israel. I want to be crystal clear with 

you about that. That is not anti-Semitism.  

 

AM: But as I say, John McDonnell disagrees with you about that. A 

very, very senior member of the party. What should be done 

about him? 

EM: Nothing’s going to be done about him. Look, the point about 

this is that I think there’s a danger here, which is that people try 

and make this into a sort of wider issue. I heard something in the 

paper review about how Keir wants to purge these people, but 

he’s not about purges. I know the guy. Look, let me just make this 

point. He’s a principled guy, he’s a guy with integrity. He wants to 

change this country and he wants to change this country by 

unifying the Labour Party, but also not having the Labour Party 

sort of mired in issues which frankly sort of provide a stain on us. 

 

AM: But it’s not exactly zero tolerance if Rebecca Long-Bailey is 

removed but John McDonnell and many other people in the 

Labour Party stand in solidarity with the original article. 

EM: Come on, Andrew. He’s not about to expel everybody in the 

Labour Party, as you said. The point is Rebecca Long-Bailey said 

this thing, tweeted this article, Keir took very strong action and 

now we need to move on and deal with the issues of anti-

Semitism that we face. 

 

AM: Alright, let’s turn to the left of the Labour Party and their 

feelings about this, because as you know, a lot of people are 

really, really worried and really angry about this. Some people 

leaving the Labour Party, some people staying. Ian Lavery, who 

was former party chairman, has encouraged people to, in his 

words, ‘stay inside the party and fight.’  
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EM: Good. 

AM: Is that what they should do? 

EM: Fight the Conservatives, definitely. I completely agree with 

Ian Lavery on that. You know, it’s –  

AM: So this is not a wider purge of the left about to start? 

EM: No, of course it isn’t. You know, I’ve known Keir Starmer a 

long time. He’s somebody who cares passionately about the 

inequality we face in the country, about the climate emergency we 

face, about the jobs crisis we face, and I think sometimes – I 

thought sometimes during Jeremy Corbyn’s years – I actually think 

on policy there’s a lot more that united us than divided us. I think, 

you know, sometimes we talk about burying our differences; I 

think the Labour Party sometimes is good at burying our 

similarities. And actually Keir wants a radical, transformative 

agenda for this country, but we’ve got to focus on that and we’ve 

got to not focus – we’ve got to deal with these other things that 

have been a massive problem for us. 

 

AM: We’ll come onto the radical transformative agenda in a 

moment, but let me ask you about what’s going on right now, 

which is the unlocking, the end of the lockdown. By and large it’s 

a very important moment for the country. Pubs are going to open, 

restaurants going to open on Saturday. Does the Labour Party 

support that unlocking? 

EM: It does, yes. Because we’ve been constructive about this, and 

I think you’ve seen in the way Keir’s approached these issues, he’s 

recognising that there are lots of difficult balancing decisions that 

you’ve got to take. And we recognise, and I recognise, as Shadow 

Business Secretary, the damage being done to parts of the 

hospitality sector that can’t open, to a whole range of sectors. Our 

argument with the government is not about that. Our argument is 

that they are pulling the rug from under lots of parts of our 

economy which can only either partially or not reopen at all, by 

saying – and this is the sort of – I think this is really wrong, 



5 
ED MILIBAND 

they’re saying they’re going to start contributing from the 

beginning of August to the furlough of their employees – 

AM: Would you like to see furlough go on? 

EM: - and end it from October. I would, yes.  

AM: It’s very expensive, I mean, it’s hugely expensive for the 

country.  

EM: Yeah, but the cost of not acting is greater than the cost of 

acting. And if you look at what other countries are doing – 

whether it’s New Zealand or Italy, Spain or France or Germany, 

they’re all recognising there are certain sectors – take hospitality, 

for example, the government’s own website says there’ll be a 25 

to 40 per cent drop in revenue for that sector even at one metre. 

Now, there’s three million people who work in hospitality, Andrew. 

You know, we’ve already got 2.8 million people claiming 

unemployment-related benefits. I fear Thatcher levels of 

unemployment.  

 

AM: And yet the government can’t carry on supporting that 

number of jobs, nine million jobs. 

EM: It’s not going to be nine million. But it’s not going to be nine 

million. And here’s the thing – here’s the thing – you’ve got to 

have a bridge between the end of the furlough and a proper job 

creation programme. And so there’s two things that are 

problematic at the moment. One is the precipitate decision end 

furlough, and secondly why in goodness’s name are we not having 

a budget this summer? We’ve got potentially the worst economic 

recession for 300 years and the Treasury’s decided they’re not 

going to have a budget. Let us have a budget that creates those 

jobs, but don’t leave people falling into an abyss between the end 

of the furlough and those jobs being created.  

 

AM: You were in government at the time of the financial crash and 

you remember Alistair Darling, Chancellor there, he says there 

should be a VAT cut now to help business. Do you agree with 

that? 
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EM: I think that’s one thing that should be considered. That’s not 

top of my priority list though. Let me tell you why. This is in 

particular a sectoral recession. It’s a general recession, but it’s 

also in particular a sectoral recession. So that the key thing you’ve 

got to focus on is what are we going to do about those sectors 

that are hardest hit? How are we going to help them with things 

like the furlough? And how are we going to do everything we can 

to create jobs? Now, one of the things I do think we should doing 

is – you talked about the last Labour government – we introduced 

something called the future jobs fund, which was a plan whereby 

young people who were out of work, their wages would be paid 

for six months, essentially, and we would persuade businesses to 

take them on. We need a turbo-charged version of the future jobs 

fund, because the crisis is, if anything, much, much bigger. 

 

AM: Let’s go even wider then. This week we hear the prime 

minister is going to make a big speech about turbo-charging – 

EM: Yes, I’ve seen the pictures. 

AM: - and you’ve seen – well, you’ve seen the pictures, but the 

words imply there’s going to be a lot of new infrastructure 

spending, a lot more spending on training, a lot more spending 

directed at what used to be the red wall and is now the blue wall, 

those constituencies in the north and midlands of England, and 

what he’s reported to believe is that the people who suffered from 

the financial crisis last time and the years of austerity must not be 

made to suffer again. They’re even calling it Blue Labour. That is a 

real problem for you as a party. 

EM: Why do I feel a bit sceptical about the prime minister’s 

words? Because, look, the prime minister, he’s very good at 

words, he’s very good (blip in transmission) promises, the world-

beating test and trace system that was going to be in place by 

June 1st. All the other promises he’s made. The problem is there is 

a Grand Canyon between his rhetoric and the reality. Take the 

furlough, if he was really serious about protecting jobs he wouldn’t 

be pulling the (blip in transmission) if he was really serious about 
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creating jobs he would have a budget for jobs this summer to help 

our young people. And just on the infrastructure point, let me just 

apply a test to this. Let’s bring the money forward, including in my 

area, green spending, so there’s nine billion pounds that the 

government promised on a retro-fit programme, which is about 

insulation and all of those kind of things, energy efficiency 

measures. They help households, they create jobs. Bring that 

money forward, do it now. Bring forward the billions of pounds on 

social housing. Let’s not have lofty blustery promises, let’s have 

reality. 

 

AM: One slightly mean question to end with.  

EM: You’ve asked me many mean questions over the years. 

 

AM: Well, here’s another one. You’ve seen Keir Starmer now in 

operation for a few months. Is he going to be a better leader of 

the Labour Party than you? 

EM: Definitely. We’ve seen that already. Look, I certainly never 

had his approval ratings. Look, I think he’s made a great start. I 

think he’s made a great start. I think he’s shown not just 

competence, but I think he’s shown the kind of seriousness that 

this crisis demands. And you know what I think about Keir? I think 

the more people see of him the more they’re going to see the 

integrity, the principle and the decency that I know really well. 

 

AM: Ed Miliband, thanks very much indeed for coming in to talk to 

us. 

END 

 


