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AM: A lot of people will be picking up their papers this morning or 

turning on the news and they will see the speed of Britain’s 

vaccine roll out compared to the EU and they will think thank 

goodness we’re out. The EU has really bogged up here, Britain is 

doing very well. 

RR: We’re doing really well and you know the Labour Opposition, 

we want to be constructive, we will say it when the government 

gets things right and we’ve done the vaccine roll out right.  Our 

NHS, inside the EU and outside the EU, is our greatest asset as a 

nation and using the NHS to roll  out this vaccine has been 

absolutely the right decision and it’s just wonderful to see GP 

surgeries and these vaccination centres throughout the country 

getting the vaccine to the most vulnerable over the next couple of 

weeks. 

 

AM: Do you think we have been more nimble and faster on this 

because we had left the EU? An awful of people who voted to stay 

inside the EU may be having second thoughts this morning. 

RR: Well, oh look, we could have taken this approach inside  or 

outside the EU  

AM: But we wouldn’t have done. 

R: - in the transition period and we could have taken part in this 

but we chose as a  country not to and we are doing well. But in 

the end this is not a zero sum game. We want the EU to be 

successful in rolling out the vaccine as well and we want the 

poorest countries in the world also  to have access to this vaccine, 

because as the Taoiseach said there’s no point in the richest 

countries in the world getting ourselves vaccinated and then the 

virus mutating and coming back. So Britain’s efforts to ensure that 
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the poorest countries in the world also get the vaccine is in our 

national interest as well as being the right thing to do. 

 

AM: Well as I was saying the Taoiseach Mr Martin just now, Britain 

is going to have 376 million doses. You don’t need to be a very 

brilliant mathematician to know that that’s rather too many and 

that therefore at some point this year we will have a surplus. As 

soon as we have a surplus do you think we should be handing 

those to third world countries or to EU countries or possibly 

because of the common travel area to the Irish? 

RR: Well let’s see where are in a few months. At the moment it’s 

not the case that even the most vulnerable have been vaccinated. 

We’ve got the highest death rate as you know, more than 100,000 

people have lost their lives in this country, so at the moment we 

need to be ensuring that we  vaccinate our most vulnerable here 

at home. And let’s hope that in a few months time the EU will 

have rolled out their vaccines successfully as well and then we can 

look at helping people around the world. And that is a 

responsibility that we have as a rich industrialised country, but as 

I say, it is also absolutely in our national interest. One of the big 

mistakes we’ve made during this pandemic is not to have closed 

the borders. And you know, the virus is going to come in and with 

different mutations from around the world unless we can get this 

vaccine out.  

AM: Close the borders properly, yeah. 

RR: We should close the borders properly but also we do need to 

ensure that people round the world have access to these vaccines. 

 

AM: Let’s talk about who gets the vaccine first, because Labour 

has been absolutely clear up to now that teachers should be a 

priority group now. Why are you going as a party that always used 

to follow the science, why are you no longer bothering to follow 

the science? 

RR: Well look Andrew, we’re asking the Joint Committee on 

Vaccinations and Immunisation to  look at the evidence, and as  
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we manage to ramp up production and distribution, can we bring 

more people in? Because last week 2.2 million people got the 

vaccine. That’s 600,000 more than the week before. So after we 

vaccinate the most vulnerable groups, one to four, then I believe 

that we can be more ambitious in our roll out. 

 

AM: Let me quote you what your Leader, Keir Starmer said just 

this week. He said: “Let’s use the February half term to vaccinate 

all teachers and all school staff.” Are you rowing back from that? 

RR: No, we think that that would be a sensible thing to do, but we 

want the JCVI – but  Andrew, we want the JCVI to look at this. 

And there is now data from the Office of National Statistics around 

key workers’ exposure, but also  - and we’re not alone on this. 

The Children’s Commissioners in England, Northern Ireland, 

Scotland and Wales are saying, let’s get the vaccination to our 

teachers.   

 

AM: If you look at the ONS, which you’ve just quoted, the ONS 

says there is no reason to think that teachers are likelier to get 

Covid or be seriously ill or indeed die from the general population. 

That is their view and the scientists have again looked at it and 

pointed out that just because teachers have been vaccinated 

doesn’t mean that if they’re pinged they don’t have to self isolate. 

So from either because you’re not going to get more teachers onto 

the front line or you’re going to protect teachers because they’re 

particularly vulnerable, there seems to be absolutely no reason for 

Labour to be doing this. 

RR: So there’s two things. First of all the Office of National 

Statistics  data, which we want the JCVI to look at, which shows 

that people who do jobs like in supermarkets, security guards, 

people who drive buses and drive taxes are more exposed, and so 

we want to ensure that they can get the vaccine as quickly as 

possible and frankly, if you’re in your 50s and able to work from 

home, you’ve got a car, you don’t have to go out much, you are 

taking less risks than somebody who’s going to work in a 
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supermarket travelling by bus there every day or driving  

hundreds of people around a day. So first of all it’s about those 

workers, but let me come onto the issue of schools. 

AM: It sounds to me like you’re rowing back from this policy. 

RR: No, you’ve asked me about schools, so let me just finish that 

point. The government say  that getting our kids back to school is 

a priority. Labour agree. But the government have no plan to 

achieve this. Our kids are going to have had the best part of a 

year out of schools. Now with all the online learning and the best 

will of parents in the world, that is no  substitute for being in the 

classroom with a qualified teacher. It would take just a couple of 

days to get our teaching staff vaccinated. So the JCVI should look 

at this. It’s not just Labour calling on it. The Conservative Chair of 

the Education Select Committee has said that we should do this 

too. 

 

AM: The JCVI have looked at this and I’m going to quote from 

their report. They say: “they do not advise further prioritisation by 

occupation during the first phase of this programme.” And you 

quoted the ONS just now. Again, quoting the ONS: “Rates of 

death”, they say, “including Covid-19 in men and women who 

worked as teaching and educational professionals, such as 

secondary school teachers were not statistically significantly raised 

when compared with the rates seen in the general population.” In 

other words on both sides, the JCVI and the ONS have both 

looked at this and they have both concluded that your policy of 

vaccinating teachers first, or vaccinating teachers during the half 

term is wrong.  

RR: No, well Andrew first of all we’re not saying in phase one. 

Phase one should be completed by the middle of February. We’re 

not saying that teachers should be vaccinated in phase one. We’re 

saying in the second phase can we bring teachers in and second 

phase starts at half term. So we’re not suggesting in phase one. 

We’re suggesting in phase 2. And second, when schools went back 

in the beginning of September within a couple of weeks 25,000 
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teachers were out of the classroom having to self isolate. The only 

way we’re going to get kids back to school is not bandying around 

dates as the government are doing, it’s putting in place a proper 

plan and that involves vaccinations and Liz Truss has said that this 

morning – is vaccinations and testing  in schools and the better 

wearing of masks.  

 

AM: We’re out of time but I can hear the trickle in my ear of a 

policy being diluted. Rachel Reeves thank you very much indeed. 

 

Ends  

 


