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AM: Michael Gove, Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster is part of 

the central government team responding to this epidemic and he 

joins us now. Michael Gove, welcome. Can I ask when we will 

reach the peak, the government believes? 

G: Well it’s difficult to know precisely. It depends on the action 

that all of us take. If we practice the social distancing measures, if 

we follow the rules that the government has outlined, if we follow 

that good scientific advice then we can delay the infection rate  

and that gives our NHS the chance to become more resilient. So 

the date of the peak depends on all of our behaviour. It’s not a 

fixed point, a date in the calendar like Easter, it is something that 

all of us can affect by our actions. 

 

AM: But you know already that most people are obeying the 

government instructions and it’s worked relatively effectively. 

There are reports in today’s paper that we might see the peak 

arriving as early as in a fortnight’s time, mid April. 

G: Well we’re doing everything  that we can to try and strengthen 

the NHS. And you are right. People, the overwhelming majority of 

people have behaved fantastically. They’ve followed the rules 

while looking out for their friends and vulnerable neighbours and 

that’s absolutely the right approach. And if we maintain that then 

we can do everything in order to try to delay the peak, if at all 

possible. But while we’re doing that, while all of us are practising 

appropriate social distancing, it’s also the case that the NHS is 

stepping up and the Chief Executive of the NHS, Simon Stevens 

and the amazing team of doctors and nurses and other staff within 

our NHS are doing wonderful things in order to make sure that we 
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have the hospital capacity necessary  to try to deal with as many 

cases as possible. 

 

AM: Now I know I keep asking you how long questions, but all 

around the country people are asking themselves – it’s only been 

a week of self isolation  and some people are already stir crazy 

and they’re desperate to know how  long this might go on for, to 

prepare their lives for it. 

G: I completely understand, and I think you know everyone is 

making a sacrifice and I appreciate the scale of that sacrifice, but 

the reason that all of us are making these sacrifices is because all 

of us will have people whom we love, who are risk from this virus 

and so therefore all of us are exercising that degree of discipline 

because we want to make sure that those whom we do love get 

the care that they need at the time that they need it.  So I can’t 

make an accurate prediction, but everyone, I think, does to 

prepare for a significant period when these measures are still in 

place. And the response so far from the British people has been 

fantastic, as I say. I wish I could predict when this will end, but 

it’s vitally important that at the moment, and for weeks ahead, 

that people maintain the strict social distancing guidelines that 

have been laid out. 

 

AM: I was talking to Joe Wicks just now about exercise and one of 

the slight ambiguities in the rule is going out to take your daily 

exercise. We know you’re only allowed to go out once to take a 

piece of daily exercise, is there any suggestion about how long 

you should be out for? 

G: Well, obviously it depends on each individual’s fitness, but I 

would have thought that for most people a walk of up to an hour 

or a run of 30 minutes or a cycle ride, depending on their level of 

fitness is appropriate. Again, people are displaying common sense, 

so yesterday I went out for a jog early on, people were mainting 

their distance, I was only out for about 25 minutes but people 

were exercising that degree of discipline. Then later in the day I 
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went on a short walk to the local grocery store to get some 

essentials. Again, in that store people were maintaining strict 

social distancing and that short walk was just to get the 

ingredients necessary for weekend cooking. So people have been 

displaying that degree  of discipline and that’s admirable. 

 

AM: In terms of discipline I don’t know if you can give us an 

update on whether the Prime Minister is still feeling ill or how ill 

he’s feeling, but it did seem to a lot of people watching politicians 

clustering in the House of Commons around the Speaker’s chair, 

that actually politicians weren’t observing their own rules. I don’t 

know if you yourself are worried about standing so close to Matt 

Hancock and Boris Johnson. 

G: Well of course. The fact that the Prime Minister, the Health 

Secretary, the Chief Medical Officer have all got either symptoms 

or have tested virus for the virus reinforces the fact that we are all 

at risk. Now government is operating now on the basis of 

following  very strict guidelines, so on Friday  the Prime Minister 

chaired the  morning government meeting with ministers, officials, 

scientists and others and he did so from his own flat and he did so 

by using video technology. That’s what we’re doing all the time. 

Yesterday I chaired a meeting with government ministers dealing 

with one particular aspect of keeping the public sector running. I 

did that from my front room by video technology. We’re all 

observing these disciplines. 

 

AM: My point, I suppose, is that looking at you all you don’t seem 

to have been sending very clear messages. Alister Jack, the 

Scottish Secretary, has now also developed symptoms having 

been sitting next to other government ministers. Perhaps the 

government itself has not been observing its own advice. 

G: We’ve been doing everything we can to observe that advice 

and it’s certainly the case that within the House of Commons 

people were seeking to maintain an appropriate distance from one 

another. On top of that it is the case that the House of Commons 
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of course is now in recess and the Speaker of the House of 

Commons, Sir Lindsay Hoyle,  has said that he will be reviewing 

over this period with the House authorities the best way of making 

sure that politicians remain accountable, but at the same time that 

we respect the rules that limit the spread of disease. 

 

AM: Let me ask you about the EU Procurement Scheme, which 

would have allowed Britain to get more and cheaper  equipment 

we desperately need and which we have not taken part in. Can 

you explain to us, in clear terms, why we haven’t taken part in 

that Scheme? 

G: I will try to, yes. There was some confusion over our 

involvement in that Scheme, but I’ve talked to senior figures in the 

NHS and they reassured me that there is nothing that we would 

have  - we can’t do as an independent nation that being part of 

that Scheme would have allowed us to do. And critically, when it 

comes to ventilator capacity we have 8,000 ventilators available in 

the NHS now, that’s as a result of changing the way in which NHS 

hospitals work and also securing capacity from the private sector 

and we have at least 8,000 ventilators coming on stream which we 

have managed to secure from abroad. Some of those ventilators 

that are coming from abroad are coming from other EU nations, 

some from beyond that, and of course we are ramping up 

domestic production of ventilators and there’s been a number of 

companies, Dyson, McLaren, Rolls Royce and others that have all 

been involved. 

 

AM: Now for other countries it hasn’t been an either or doing it 

nationally or being part of the Scheme, but  the reason I’m asking 

is that a Number 10 spokesman said that, ‘owing to an initial 

communication problem the UK did not receive an invitation to join 

procurements in response to the pandemic and simply didn’t get 

an email.’ Can you confirm, did an email arrive in the government 

and it wasn’t read or did it not all arrive at all? What happened? 
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G: There was some communication confusion. I don’t know all the 

details of that, but I did know, having talked to senior figures in 

the NHS that there’s nothing that participating in that Scheme 

would have allowed us to do that we have not been able to do 

ourselves. And of course, we are working with European countries 

and others in order to make sure that we can increase the 

capacity within the NHS. 

 

AM: It’s just worrying if a very important email arrived at the 

centre of government and wasn’t read.  And on the same theme, 

and again talking about ventilators let me ask you about Direct 

Access, an NHS supplier in Nantwich which said that it had found 

in the international market 25,000 ventilators which it could have 

procured for the government and it asked whether the 

government wanted them and again it simply did not get a reply.  

G: Well I’m very sorry if that company says that it did not get a 

reply. I’ll investigate as soon as I’ve stopped talking to you. But it 

is the case that for companies that have got in touch with the 

government those offers of help have been forwarded to the 

relevant people in the NHS and in other aspects of government in 

order to make sure that we can secure those supplies. Now if that 

company wants to get in touch directly with me we’ll investigate 

because there have been – there have been some cases where 

people have hoped that they might be able to help but in fact the 

material that they produce has not met the NHS specifications, it’s 

not required in order to save lives, but we have been following up 

every single lead presented to us. You’ve mentioned that company 

to me, I haven’t heard of it before, I’ll follow it up now.  

 

AM: Well that was a company I should say was buying ventilators 

on the international market who are being snapped up by other 

countries and are therefore not available now to us until late June 

or early July. But there’s another company. MEC Medical whose 

managing director says, ‘they could probably have had 500 

ventilators if they’d come back to me straight away. They didn’t, 
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they’ve missed the boat.’ Again a story of a reputable company 

supplying reputable ventilators who asked the government and  

got nothing back from them. From you. 

G: Well I think that company has subsequently been contacted 

and I believe, I believe that is a company that makes components 

that go into the manufacture of ventilators rather than making 

ventilators itself. But of course my understanding is that the 

government has been back in touch with that particular company. 

One of the things that’s been wonderful is the way in which so 

many people have sought to help the NHS, so many have stepped 

up the plate in manufacturing and beyond. We are in touch with 

those companies and we are seeking to make sure that we can 

both make ventilators here and procure them from abroad. But 

there have been one or two individuals, not those that you 

mention, but there have been one or two individuals who have 

been in touch with us saying that they can source ventilators and 

then when we’ve investigated the supply chain it appears that 

despite their best intentions they’re not in a position to help. But 

absolutely, if anyone does want to help, get in touch with the 

government, the emails are there and we will do everything we 

can, because this is a united national effort.  

 

AM: Now everybody understands it’s extremely difficult for any 

government to deal with this, but can you give people an 

assurance that anyone providing equipment or ventilators their 

calls will be returned, their emails will be read. 

G: Oh yes. 

AM: The government is paying proper attention? 

G: Absolutely. One of the things that I’ve stressed to the 

commercial team in the Cabinet Office and that everyone in 

government knows is that every offer of help must be followed up. 

There are people who can help us to source ventilators from 

abroad. There are people who can make the components that go 

into ventilators so we can increase the manufacture here in the 

UK. There are also people who can help to make the personal 
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protective equipment that frontline workers need and others who 

can help to source that personal protective equipment. There have 

been business people who’ve been in touch with me and I’ve 

made sure that those specific requests are followed up. Anyone 

who can help get in touch with the government, we will make sure 

that we respond to your call. 

 

AM: What proportion of NHS staff have been infected or are self 

isolating and not at work at the moment? 

G:  There are a significant number. I can’t give you an exact 

percentage but there are a significant number of those who are 

self isolating. One of the reasons why we’re determined to 

increase the number of tests, and in particular as the Prime 

Minister made clear on Friday increase the number of –  

AM: How many are being tested? 

G: Well we had 10,000 tests yesterday. This is just ahead of the 

deadline that was set by the Health Secretary  Matt Hancock. 

We’ve managed to significantly increase testing and will be doing 

more in the course of this week. It’s also the case that Boots have 

made sure that they can increase the number of drive in test 

facilities. The managing director of Boots, Sebastian James, has 

introduced  these facilities. They allow NHS workers if they have 

symptoms to get tested in real time. A number of these drive in 

centres have been established. More are being established this 

week and that is in parallel to the other efforts that we’re making 

in order to increase the amount of testing available. 

 

AM: Do you have priorities about who should be tested first? 

Obviously NHS staff are right at the top of the list, but then there 

are lots of other key public sector workers. Deliveroo drivers 

bringing food to people, bin men, crucially cleaners and others. 

Are those key workers going to be tested as a matter of urgency 

as well to keep the country running? 

G: Yes, but the top priority are those who are working in the NHS 

and in social care. The doctors, the nurses, the cleaners, everyone 
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who works in our hospitals and in social care, they are the 

absolute top priority. There are also, as you quite rightly point out, 

people who are working our prisons, people who are working in 

local government, people who are working in the frontline of 

giving us food, we also want to ensure that testing extends to 

them as well, but absolutely top of the list are those who work in 

our National Health Service and in social care. 

 

AM: We’ve known about Coronavirus since before Christmas. 

When did we start to order these tests? 

G: We’ve been increasing the  number of  tests over the course of 

the last month. It was the case, you are absolutely right, that the 

first case of Coronavirus in China was established  in December of 

last year, but it was also the case that some of the reporting from 

China was not clear about the scale, the nature, the infectiousness 

of it. We have always followed the scientific advice and it is the 

case that the minutes of meetings of the Scientific Advisory 

Groups are out there to show the way in which at every stage our 

scientists have been looking at the emerging evidence and then 

making recommendations to government on how to react and 

critically part of that reaction has been, as we’ve discussed, both 

social distancing measures, attempting to reduce the spread of the 

virus but also increasing the capacity of the NHS. So for example 

Simon Stevens, the  Chief Executive of the NHS pointed out on 

Friday that one of the things that we’ve  been able to do, unlike 

many other health services, is to clear capacity in the equivalent of 

50 hospitals for new Covid19 patients.    

 

AM: Germany for instance can manage to do half a million tests 

every week, vastly more than we’re doing. Why is that? Because 

the WHO said we have to go out and hunt this virus down. We 

have to use the tests to find out where it is an hunt it down, and 

we at this stage are not doing that and the Germans are. Why? 

G: Well it’s certainly the case that the Germans have had success 

in testing. There are other countries that are also ramping up 
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testing, but the acceleration here in the UK is significant.  If one 

looks at – and this is not the way I think to look at it, but if we 

one looks at a sort of league table then the UK is rising up.  We 

have managed to test significantly more of our citizens as a 

percentage than some other countries, but frankly, the most 

important thing is not to look backwards but to look forwards and 

to do everything that we can to increase the number of tests. 

Once this dreadful epidemic is over there will be an opportunity 

for all of us to look back and to learn appropriate lessons in order 

to make sure that our public health system is as resilient as 

possible, but at the moment what we are doing in government is 

seeking to increase the capacity for ventilation, increase the 

number of people who are tested and also increase the flow of 

personal protective equipment to people at the front line. 

 

AM: Can you  yet guarantee all frontline NHS staff that they have 

appropriate fresh PPE equipment? 

G: That’s what we’re seeking to do. In the course of the last few 

days we’ve got tens of millions of gloves to the frontline, tens of 

millions of masks to the frontline and also the cleaning equipment 

that is a compliment to that and we’re increasing production. We 

had stocks, significant stocks in place in the event of a flu 

pandemic. We also had additional stocks which were built up in 

the event of a no deal Brexit. It’s also the case that we’re seeking 

to get the maximum amount of personal protection equipment 

from other countries. Talking to the GP in my own constituency 

who’s responsible for making sure that GP practices are supplied, 

he said that every GP practice should have received, along with 

every other frontline primary care setting, a suitable  stock of 

personal protective equipment and we are increasing the amount. 

But as you will appreciate as well, Andrew, while the NHS, the 

frontline workers there are first in line we also need to make sure 

that personal protective equipment is available for other people 

who are working in the public sector, including those working in 

the Justice system, in prisons and so on. 
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AM: Can I ask you about these new hospitals being opened, not 

just in London but up and down the country these vast new 

hospitals. Are these only for Covid patients are they also for 

others, and secondly, given the size and scale of these new 

hospitals will they have the same standards of clinical and other 

care as traditional NHS hospitals? 

G: Yes. They’re being prioritised for patients with Covid19 and 

they will, so the first is NHS Nightingale,  the former XL centre in 

east London and it will be the case that the teams working there 

will be doctors, nurses and support staff from other London 

hospitals. I think it’s part of the Barts Trust so it will have very 

effective, strong leadership from established NHS professionals. 

It’s been wonderful to see the military working 24/7 alongside the 

public servants of the NHS to get this hospital up and running and 

as Simon Stevens pointed out on Friday other hospitals will come 

on stream as well and we will be significantly increasing capacity 

and providing people with the excellent care that is the hallmark 

of our NHS. 

 

AM: The health service did an enormous project four years ago 

looking at an epidemic exactly like this. Why did you not learn any 

lessons from that project? 

G: Well I think it’s appropriate to say that I believe that there were 

lessons that we learnt from that.  I wasn’t part of that project but 

I do understand that as a result of the work that has been done in 

the past lessons have been learned that we’re applying now to 

handling this pandemic. More broadly I would say that we are 

seeking at this time to do everything we can in the light of the 

best scientific and medical advice to respond appropriately and as 

I mentioned earlier, once  we have beaten this together as a 

country then we can reflect, draw appropriate lessons and learn 

how to deal with public health situations in the future. 
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AM: Looking ahead we know that a big recession is coming, we 

know that our public debt is soaring. As a fiscal Conservative how 

are we going to pay for this? 

G:  Well the most important thing at the moment is to save lives. 

We’ve got to put the lives of the vulnerable ahead of everything 

else. Now the Chancellor’s outlined a package which is amongst 

the most generous in the world, we’re putting our arms around 

everyone in order to ensure that people do not need to be  laid 

off, that the self employed can be supported. That will increase 

the amount that we borrow but the Chancellor and the economic 

team at the Treasury are confident that we can pay that off in due 

course. But ultimately how do you put a price on life? It is vitally 

important that everything that we do now is focussed on making 

sure that we save the maximum number of lives and the health of 

the nation, protecting the vulnerable comes first. 

 

Ends  


