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AM: Labour's Shadow Health Secretary joins me now.  Jonathan 

Ashworth, welcome first of all.  Can I ask you in broad terms, it's 

very, very difficult to deal with a crisis this complicated, this fast 

moving, by and large, do you think the government has got a grip 

of it? 

 

JA: Well, can I just say before I answer that directly that our 

thoughts are obviously with everyone who has been affected by 

this virus and those who have sadly lost a loved one.  And I just 

want to pay tribute to the extraordinary efforts of our NHS staff, 

what they are doing day in, day out.  They enter this crisis, the 

biggest challenge in the NHS's seventy-year history, and they do 

enter this crisis, as Simon Stevens was saying at the Downing 

Street press conference on Friday, with vacancies, short of 

100,000 staff, with not enough beds.  But the work that has gone 

on in the NHS to scale up beds, to empty beds, to discharge fit 

patients, to change patient care pathways and, of course, to be 

opening up these new temporary hospitals at the ExCel Centre 

and other conference centres is a huge, huge logistical project 

which I just want to thank everybody involved in the NHS for what 

they are doing. 

 

But to come directly to your question, this virus spreads with 

speed and severity.  It exploits ambivalence.  It demands resolve 

and clarity of purpose from government.  When we're coming on 

programmes to talk about the issue of testing capacity, or the lack 

of protective equipment for the staff, or the issues around the 

procurement of ventilators, we're raising these issues not to 
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undermine Boris Johnson and Matt Hancock, not to score some 

political point but because we all want the national effort to 

succeed.  And if by questioning government and putting forward 

alternative proposals or constructive points of view, if that 

strengthens that national effort, that can only be a good thing 

because we all want to see us defeat this virus and save as many 

lives as possible. 

 

AM: Yeah, okay.  You've used an interesting phrase.  You've 

talked about the ‘phoney lockdown’.  Is it the case, therefore, that 

if you were in charge you would want to see an absolute closure 

of all non-essential businesses and transport immediately? 

 

JA: Well, our concerns about a lockdown – and by the way, it was 

around this time last week when we started calling for a lockdown 

because we thought that the social distancing measures that had 

been announced by the government, which we welcomed, were 

not being observed. 

 

AM: Sure, but we're talking about now and your point about a 

phoney lockdown. 

 

JA: No, I understand, but our concern remains that there are still 

many workers, non-essential workers, being forced to go into their 

workplaces and those workplaces are not in arrangements where 

they can observe the two metre distancing rule that is the Public 

Health England instruction to remain two metres apart from one 

another.  There are many workplaces where this isn't being 

observed.   

 

Here, in my own Leicester constituency, there is a construction 

site where the workers are pouring concrete because they're 

building student flats.  Well, I mean, student flats are important, I 

want students to have accommodation, but I'm not convinced it's 

absolutely essential work for here and now.  And our worry is that 
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many workers are being forced to go to work, putting their own 

health at risk and, of course— 

 

AM: I'm sorry to interrupt, but you would shut these businesses 

down and of course no one wants people to be put in danger, 

that's a very good point.  But nonetheless, if you have blanket 

closures of the rest of the businesses going, then already 

unemployment is heading up towards three million and you're 

going to make things worse and a lot of people are going to lose 

their jobs and find it hard, in some cases, to get them back again. 

 

JA: What we're calling for is for government to be absolutely 

crystal clear because clarity is everything when you're dealing with 

a pandemic.  You can't have mixed messages.  When you're 

asking people to adjust their behaviour, we need clear messages 

from government.  So we're asking the government to provide 

absolute clear clarity over which firms are essential, which sorts of 

work is essential, and what sort of work isn't essential. 

 

The government have quite rightly put in place support schemes, 

financial support schemes, and have been working with us on that 

front.  So we're saying to those firms who don't really need their 

workers at work, let your workers stay at home and let those 

workers and you as a firm, access the various support schemes 

that the government has put in place, because it is about keeping 

people safe, and saving lives, more broadly. 

 

AM: At some point, clearly, we're all going to have to pay for the 

huge cost of this crisis.  Would you support tax rises for the self-

employed and other groups of workers to pay for that? 

 

JA: We need to get through this.  I mean, I think we need to get 

through this crisis, don't we? 

 

AM: But then we need to pay for it. 
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JA: When we come out the other end, as we will if we all do the 

right thing, all stay at home and observe the social distancing 

measures that we've been asked to observe, but when we come 

through this, then of course we're going to have to ask questions 

about the kind of society we want to build.  Because I think what 

the crisis has exposed is that when you allow deregulation to be 

king, when you underfund your public services, we're vulnerable 

as a society.  And I think when we come through the other end, 

we do have to ask ourselves some questions around what the 

right levels of taxation are to fund well-functioning public services 

to keep our society strong for the future. 

 

AM: So, one of the things the coronavirus crisis doesn't do is 

remove difficult questions, and the suggestion has been made that 

in order to fund the NHS properly for a long time going forward, 

not just for a few months or years, National Insurance should be 

doubled.  Would you support that? 

 

JA: Well, back in December, I stood on a manifesto which was 

calling for higher taxation rates to fund public services. 

 

AM: Yes, I'm asking specifically about National Insurance. 

 

JA: I know you're asking me a specific question but, I mean, let's 

get through the crisis before we start writing the specifics of the 

next Budget, if I may say so.   

 

I think you're right, of course we're going to have to look at the 

burden of taxation in order to rebuild our society after this crisis, 

but I'm not sure you can really expect me to itemise particular 

taxation levels at this stage when the priority has to be getting 

through this crisis here and now. 
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AM: Jonathan Ashworth, I was only trying to get an interesting 

answer from you, but thank you very much indeed for talking to 

us this morning. 

 

JA: I'm sorry I wasn't very interesting for you.  I do apologise 

(laughs). 

 

AM: You did your very best.  Thank you so much. 

 

Ends 


