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AM: Three days ago the prime minister did say, ‘if we ease off 

now we risk losing control of this virus all over again, casting aside 

our hard-won gains and forcing us back into a new year national 

lockdown.’ I’m joined by the Foreign Secretary Dominic Raab. Mr 

Raab, what’s happened, what’s changed? 

DR: Good morning, Andrew. Look, we want to come out of the 

national level lockdown and stay out of it. And we have got some 

good news, as you heard, cautious good news in relation to the 

vaccine. We hope, subject to the regulatory approvals, to be in a 

position to be able to have rolled out the vaccine sufficiently by, 

say, the spring to enable us to have a big change in the way we 

approach things. Life can be back somewhere akin to normal. The 

two elements to bridge between where we are now to that point, 

first of all tiered restrictions. Yes, we’re starting off more strictly 

than we had done previously when we had a tiered approach. 

That’s important for the reasons that your previous guest just 

made. We want to relax from a position of strength, with the virus 

going down not up. Secondly, community-wide testing at scale. 12 

million people already tested. Those two elements help us bridge 

the gap, save lives, keep livelihoods preserved as best we can and 

move that better place come the spring.  

 

AM: So just while we’re talking about vaccines, Professor 

Openshaw, very, very cautious, but saying possibly the first 

vaccines coming out as early as next week or the next fortnight. 

Can people expect next month to start getting calls from their GPs 

saying the vaccines are in? 

DR: Well, we want to get it done as soon as possible. But as you 

have noted and your guests have we need to wait for the 
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regulatory approval. But the idea is to roll out the vaccines – 

we’ve secured 355 million doses, the team have a cracking job on 

that. We’ve got Nadhim Zahawi looking about the distribution of it 

now, the new Minister really putting some shoulder behind it. But 

the crucial thing will be the combination of the most elderly and 

most vulnerable, key workers, between now and the spring. That’s 

what releases us into a better place and gives  us the light at the 

end of the tunnel. 

 

AM: I’m just going to ask you one more time, when does that 

process start? 

DR: Sorry if I wasn’t clear enough. We’re dependent on the 

regulators giving the green light. But what I wanted to explain is 

we’ve got the 350 million doses. 

 

AM: So you can go now when you get the green light? 

DR: Once the regulators have given us the green light, once then 

the distribution is in place and that phased approach. And we 

would like to be able to do that before Christmas. Just to start 

doing it. 

 

AM: Now, I’ve talked about the change of tone from the 

government, and indeed the prime minister, and it’s pretty clear, 

in the letter to Tory MPs, he’s talking about restrictions being 

relaxed in the middle of December and a sunset clause at the 

beginning of February, and the tone is very, very different. I have 

to  ask you who is more important? It’s a very solemn business of 

course overseeing something like coronavirus; who is more 

important to Number 10? Is it Steve Baker or is it Chris Whitty? 

DR: No, what’s important to the prime minister and the whole 

government is the welfare of this country, saving lives and 

livelihoods.  

AM: Which way? 

DR: Actually if you look at what we are saying, we are going to 

the tiered approach, we want to stay out of lockdown properly, 
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sustainably, so we take the tiered approach. That allows us to 

have these localised restrictions. Some people are complaining 

they’re too tough, they’re too restrictive, but we’ve heard the 

arguments in favour of public health for this. Having them at this 

level allows us to ease off when we confident we can do so. And 

there are two, I guess, points. One is the fortnightly review so we 

can judge the evidence. So it will be possible for those in, say, the 

highest level tier to progress down a tier when it’s safe to do so. 

And secondarily, and I think we listen to MPs about this, 

colleagues on all sides of the House, having a vote on the 

regulations in January with a sunset in February if that doesn’t 

pass then I think is the right combination of accountability and 

transparency. We’re taking the measures that the public need 

now. 

 

AM: With all that, I still put it to you that you’ve changed 

direction, certainly in terms of tone as a result of backbench 

pressure. Michael Gove was really, really explicit and quite scary 

about what was going to happen to the NHS if you didn’t have 

really tough restrictions going ahead, and now the prime minister’s 

saying it’s alright, the restrictions may come down in the middle of 

December. I just put it to you this is too important a subject to be 

under horse trading between MPs.  

DR: Well, Andrew, your horse trading is another person’s 

accountability to parliament. And the truth is we are concerned. 

We’ve got the five criteria for which tier you’re  in and how you 

progress down the tiers. One of those is pressure on the NHS. We 

were clear about that from the outset. Michael Gove was right o 

warn about that. On the other hand, we are listening, we do 

understand. What we’d say, MPs say to me, we just want to 

understand that the measures you’re taking take into account not 

just the cost and benefit of tackling the virus but also the non-

covid health, economic and social implications. We’ll publish more 

analysis on that. And we do take seriously the principle of 

parliamentary accountability. 
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AM: If this doesn’t work, if this process doesn’t work and infection 

rates start to go back up again, are we facing a third wave in 

January and February? 

DR: Well, there’s a risk of that if we don’t get the balance right, 

but so far the R level is coming down, that’s really important. And 

that’s why we started with a tiered approach more restrictive than 

some people would like than previously, but that allows us to ease 

off only when – 

AM: So if you don’t get the behaviour you want  now and through 

Christmas we could have another national lockdown early next 

year? 

DR: Well, look, we’re doing everything we can to avoid that. And 

that’s why the five criteria, if you like, that guide the levels of tier 

but also the review points: the prevalence of the disease – 

AM: But it could happen. And if it had to happen you would back 

it. I’m just asking you. 

DR: Yeah, but you’re getting well ahead. I’ve explained the 

government’s exit strategy from, frankly, the current set of 

restrictions. We  move to localise them, we aim for that vaccine 

being distributed in the spring, and the two things that are crucial 

are a tiered approach from a position of strength and confidence 

with areas coming down the level of restrictions one it’s safe and 

responsible to do so. And the community-wide testing, 12 million 

people already tested. We’ve seen in Liverpool that can really be a 

force for change. They’ve now come into a lower level tier, and 

that’s great credit to the authorities up there working with the 

government, and frankly the forbearance and the stamina of the 

people in that area. And we need to see that nationwide, that’s 

how we get to spring in a much better place. 

 

AM: Brexit, are we really in the final end game of talks this week? 

DR: It always feels like the goal posts are shifting and that’s partly 

due to negotiations with the EU. I do think that this is a very 

significant week, the last real major week subject to any further 
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postponement in terms of the timing. We’re down to really two 

basic issues. But I think in particular the issue around fisheries, 

and we need the EU to accept the point of principle that as we 

come through the transition period it’s a fact of leaving the EU 

that we take back sovereignty and control over our own coastal – 

as a coastal state, control of our own waters and our own 

fisheries.  

 

AM: If you had to guess now, and I’m not going to hold you to 

this - no one will hold you to it, it’s a guess – if you had to guess 

now whether we will get an agreement or not what would you 

say? 

DR: Well, I’m not really in the guessing business, Andrew, as 

much as I know it’s your job to try and prise me into that space. 

What I would say is I think the team have done a fantastic job. It 

feels to me, if I was going to put it like this, that if the EU 

understand that point of principle and we have some pragmatism 

we can get there. Given that there is actually along the spectrum 

of issues, a fairly narrow now set of issues that we need to resolve 

I think the mutual interest in a deal is very strong. 

 

AM: Well, let’s talk about what this all means to the economy. 

Week after week I ask people like you what your assessment is of 

the effect on the British economy of there not being an 

agreement, and week after week people like you say, ‘oh, I 

dunno.’ Pass it on to somebody else. But we do now have the OBR 

set up by the government and they say a six per cent hit on the 

British economy if we don’t get this agreement. Is that a figure 

that you recognise? 

DR: Look, I respect the OBR. I think it’s quite difficult at the 

moment because we’re facing as a result of the pandemic the 

biggest contraction in over 300 years, the biggest budget deficit, 

double the budget deficit that we saw at the end of the financial 

crisis. But we’ve always said  that there would be challenges when 

we leave the transition period. We also see huge opportunities. 
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Frankly, we’re now in the last leg of the negotiations. We’d much 

prefer a deal. Better for the UK, better for our European partners. 

But we’re going to make a success of Brexit come what may. 

 

AM: The governor of the Bank of England, Andrew Bailey, another 

Conservative appointment, says that if we don’t a deal the 

economic effects long term on this country are going to be worse 

than covid.  

DR: I think the long term forecasts are notoriously difficult to nail 

down with any precision. And most forecasters would accept that 

and therefore caveat what they say, not least because you can’t 

see the longer term impact of things like trade deals and also the 

control you have over your own laws and the effects that that 

drives. So there are certainly risks. I wouldn’t want to be blithe, 

but there are also huge opportunities. And we go into 2021 with 

real optimism about the policy and I think we’ve got every reason 

to do so. 

 

AM: And looking at these OBR figures again one really striking 

things is they said that failing to reach an agreement could delay 

our recovery, that V-shaped recovery we’re all hoping for after 

coronavirus, for a year. 

DR: Well, look, we would like a deal. Our EU friends would like it. 

You know, I think it’s in their interest to get a deal. The impacts 

on them would be vey significant. What we’re not going to do – 

AM: And you’d put all of that in jeopardy because of fishing? 

Everything goes because of fishing. All those big, big numbers at 

risk because of fishing? 

DR: I agree with you that we ought to be able to, on both sides, 

resolve fisheries if you take the context of the wider economic 

gains and potential downsides of not having a further deal. But we 

will in any event, we want to make a success of it. Secondly, 

leaving the transition period and leaving the EU, we want as an 

independent coastal state have control of our own waters. Every 

other country around the world expects that. I don’t think that 
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that’s an unreasonable thing for us to ask the Europeans to take 

account of. 

 

AM: Let’s talk about the near at hand. We’re only four weeks or so 

away from the end of all of this, and it’s very hard to work out 

quite how much disruption there is going to be on the Northern 

Ireland-Irish border and also on the border with France and 

England. Michael Gove has talked about there being a period of 

adjustment, which sounds relatively reassuring, for just a few 

weeks. But if you talk to the Road Haulage Association, they are 

much bleaker, and they talk about significant disruption and they 

talk about an operational disaster recovery being necessary. Can 

you level with people and tell them how much disruption on those 

borders you expect at the end of this year? 

DR:  First of all, if we secure a deal I think we’ll be in a much 

better place, and that’s why our negotiators have worked so hard 

at it. I pay tribute to Michael Gove the team who are doing all the 

contingency planning if we leave on Australia-style rules. Of 

course there are various measures, contingency measures we 

could take, but ultimately the question will come down to, in the 

absence then of a deal what the Europeans do. And it’s difficult to 

say with any precision. Will they try and ramp up the political 

pressure on us? Will they take a reasonable approach? 

 

AM: In a sense this is whether there’s a deal or not a deal. 

Because if again, you talk to the people who are on the front line 

in the Dover ports and around the UK looking at this, they say that 

they systems are nothing like ready and this is a political problem 

which the government is sailing into and we’re going to see huge 

queues of articulated lorries, huge queues of cars, people waiting 

for ages to get through those borders. And if that happens it’s 

going to be the fault of politicians not of businesses or the people 

on the front line.  

DR: Well, of course politicians will take the responsibility for what’s 

within our gift, and obviously businesses can plan more or less 
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extensively. But businesses I think are doing that. But it’s not 

quite right, by the way, to say it solely depends on whether we 

get the free trade deal, because even under previous scenarios 

there’s been both measures on the UK and the EU side and an 

element of coordination, and that has always included around 

HGVs, so that actually is one area that we ought to, with a bit of 

commonsense, be able to mitigate on both sides. But we’re 

fundamentally focused on trying to get that deal over the line. 

 

AM: Alright, Dominic Raab, thanks very much indeed for talking to 

us this morning. 

(ends) 

 


