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AM: Welcome Mr Raab. Can we start today by reminding ourselves 

of the government’s traffic light system about when unlocking was 

going to happen? I think we can see it on the screen coming up 

shortly, and there it is. So can I ask you at what level we are now? 

DR: Well as we said before we’re transitioning from Level 4 to 

Level 3 so we remain at Level 4 until that has been signalled. 

AM: So we’re at Level 4? 

DR: As I said, we’re transitioning. And the reason we’re able to 

take the steps that we are taking tomorrow in terms of car 

showrooms, in terms of open outdoor markets, in terms of starting 

to get primary school children back in larger numbers if because of 

the progress we’ve made, and you can see that in the data.  

 

AM: Sorry to be picky about this, but are we are Level 3 yet? 

DR: No, we’re transitioning from 4 to 3. 

AM: So if we’re not at Level 3 yet I wonder why we’re relaxing 

restrictions, because it’s very clear from that and the government’s 

spent a lot of time telling us all about it, that at Level 4 the current 

social distancing measures and restrictions should still apply and 

yet from tomorrow they don’t.  

DR: Well we get the independent advice on this, this is determined 

independently, and the reason we can take the steps is we’ve met 

our five tests. We have made progress. If you look at the Friday 

data compared to the previous week the number of new cases is 

down by over 800 week on week. The number of Covid-19 

patients in critical care is down by over 200. The number of 

deaths week on week from Friday is down by 27. So because 

we’ve made that progress steadily, slowly, surely, week in, week 
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out, we can very gradually, very carefully take the steps that we’re 

taking tomorrow in the way I described.  

 

AM: So Boris Johnson told us on the 10th of May: “The Covid Alert 

Level will tell us how tough we have to be in our social distancing 

measures. The lower the level the fewer the measures, the higher 

the level the tougher an stricter we will have to be.” Are we going 

to be at Level 3 tomorrow? 

DR: Well that’s not decided by me, it’s decided independently by 

the experts and they’ll update. 

 

AM: The answer is no, isn’t it? 

DR: But it’s not quite as binary as you describe. We’ve taken 

evidence from the scientists, you’re interviewing them on this 

show at various points. I spoke to Sir Patrick Vallance, the Chief 

Scientific Adviser over the weekend, and the measures that we’re 

taking now, as we always said, are only taken on the condition 

that that the five tests that we’ve set out have been met. They are 

being met. And of course we won’t take any further steps, or 

indeed will have to take further restrictive measures, if we find 

any up take in the virus. 

 

AM: It’s just that this was  - this is not  my test or anybody here’s 

tests, these are the government’s tests. The government’s rules 

that the government set out at great length last month and it 

appears that you are deciding to break those rules  because you’re 

going to relax restrictions on social distancing measures at Level 

4, not at Level 3. And therefore I ask you does this traffic light 

system really no longer apply? 

DR: Well, the traffic light system will be updated by the Joint 

Biosecurity Centre when that’s up and running but we get the 

advice from the experts on this, and as I said we’re transitioning 

from Level 4 to Level 3. The reason that we can take the steps 

we’re taking now is based on the cumulative advice that we’ve 

had from SAGE, from the medical community, and we would have 
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taken more steps if we could have done but we’re taking very 

cautious steps in the way actually I think the previous guest on 

your show described, and actually the scientists do I think in 

general think that you can take further steps but you have to be 

cautious which is why –  

 

AM: Very cautious. 

DR: We have to be cautious which is why the new rules and the 

guidance must be followed from tomorrow as it changes. And 

that’s difficult because as you change the rules you risk people 

being stuck in the old rules or going too fast. So it is difficult. 

That’s inherent in any transition. When I speak to foreign 

ministers around the world they’re all grappling with that challeng.  

 

AM: Same problem.  Peter Openshaw, who was on the show a 

moment ago, he said there was near unanimity among scientists 

that there was a real risk in unlocking in England now. Sir Jeremy 

Farrar, we’ve heard a lot from him, he said: “Covid-19 is spreading 

too fast to lift the lockdown in England,” and Professor Edmund 

said something similar. He said: “It’s clearly a political decision, it’s 

not a scientific decision.” Is the truth not that after following the 

science, as it were being directed by the science, you ar e now 

listening to the science and taking it into account alongside other 

measures like the health of the economy? 

DR: Well first of all by the way we’ve got on SAGE at any one time 

25 scientists participating. There’s  a range of subgroups. They 

don’t all agree. 

 

AM: They don’t all agree but you know they’re mostly clustering 

around being worried about this unlocking. 

DR: Well let’s come onto that. So let’s understand, we wouldn’t 

expect them all to agree on a new pandemic. We have SAGE 

precisely so they can test the scientific evidence and the views 

that are based on it and we take – and that’s why they’re able to 

give us such rigorous advice, because they’ve tested it. In terms 
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of the steps we take next, I mean I said when we set out the five 

tests it was a delicate and dangerous moment. This was weeks 

ago. Of course it is. As you come through the peak what you want 

to try and do is keep the pressure down on the virus, I’ve given 

you the data, set it out quite clearly the week on week trend data 

which shows that we are making progress, but we don’t want to 

see any uptick. And that’s why with the testing and tracing 

mechanism, which has been in place operational since Thursday 

with 25,000 tracers with the ability to do 10,000 cases each day 

where you’re looking at all the contacts that new people with 

Covid-19 have got, all of those things –  

 

AM: I’m sorry to interrupt. 

DR: - mean that we can take the steps  in a responsible way. 

AM: This is very much on the edge because we’ve got more than 

8,000 new cases of infectivity every single day at the moment 

according to the ONS. 8,000 

DR: But just to be clear about this.  We’ve always said that this 

moment was very sensitive.  It’s not that suddenly the breaks 

come off and you just go – we’ve always said that.  And we’ve 

also always said that we’ve to see the virus  - and I’ve given you 

the data on new cases – it is coming down week on week as a 

trend. We’ve got to make sure we continue that progress.  You’re 

absolutely right about that. 

 

AM: So if it goes from 8,000 plus to 9,000 to 10,000, at that point 

do you reimpose the lockdown, do you close schools, what do you 

do? 

DR: So what we really want to avoid is any re-entering of  the 

lockdown, because if we have a second spike in the way you 

describe it would obviously be bad on public health grounds, but it 

would be bad for the economy and I think it would be bad for 

public confidence. So the really important thing is as we take the 

measures – if there’s any uptick in one particular locality or one 

particular setting we’ve got the ability to take targeted measures 
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and that’s why the test and tracing system will help us, not just 

bear on the virus but take further steps along our roadmap to 

bring life back to something a bit more resembling normal. 

 

AM: So very specifically, we know at the moment for instance that 

there is a higher incidence in the North East of England. If there 

was an uptick, as you put it, in Greater Manchester, would you 

lockdown Greater Manchester? 

DR: We will make sure we’ve got the panoply of measures that 

can be taken in a targeted way. I’ve been following that 

geographic data for weeks now and there are slight variations. But 

overall we’ve made good progress across the four nations, across 

regions in bringing down the virus. But you’re absolutely right – 

AM: But you have the ability to close down a city or  a town if 

there is a risk in infection? 

DR: We’ve definitely got the ability and indeed we will –  

AM: And you would do it? 

DR: We will target specific settings or particular regions or 

geographic areas, yes, absolutely. And that gives us the 

confidence to make sure footed steps forward in the way that 

we’re doing tomorrow and in the way we set out in our roadmap. 

 

AM: Now crucial to this of course is test and trace.   How many 

people have you traced so far? 

DR: Well  we’ve got the tracers up and running. 25,000 recruited. 

And we’ve got the ability to make sure – 

AM: That’s ability. I’m just wondering how  many people in 

England have been traced so far.  

DR: I don’t have the exact figures because it’s only been running 

since Thursday but they will be set out this week.  But what I can 

tell you is that for every new case we have the ability to – sorry 

for every new case we’ve got the ability for 10,000 of them to 

trace all the contacts they’ve had. So that system is up and 

running. That is one of the reasons we can have the confidence to 

take the further steps we’re taking on Monday. 
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AM: You see Arlene Foster could give me a number because 

they’ve had it up and running for two weeks. 

DR: Yes. 

AM: And we’ve had lots and lots  of accounts of people who are 

trying to be trained for this who’ve said it’s going wrong, it’s not 

ready and so forth. And so I ask again, is there really going to be 

a world beating test and trace system going tomorrow? 

DR: No, it’s been going since Thursday, up and running.  

Absolutely. But we don’t start from the same position as other 

countries who were hit by the previous pandemics and therefore 

had trialled and developed a tracing system. They have been more 

advanced. But what I can tell you is that the system is up and 

running, we’ve got the 25,000 tracers, we’ve got the ability for 

10,000 new cases to check all of their contacts and obviously 

when we get the App up and in operation which will be coming 

soon, we need to make sure we’ve got that right, that will further 

strengthen our ability. The reason test and tracing is so important 

is precisely because it allows us to take targeted measures which 

means as we open up the economy people’s  lives going a bit 

more closer to normal, we can be sure that we’ve got the thing 

under control. 

 

AM: The Prime Minister keeps using this phrase – world beating. 

Does that mean best in the world? 

DR:  I think a leading system tailored to British needs. 

AM: Because I mean I’ll give you the example for instance from 

South Korea where one man went into three nightclubs and they 

tracked down 170 infections and traced 65,000 people within a 

matter of days. We’re not going to be able to do that, are we? 

DR: Look, we’re going to have a system that works for the UK. If 

you look across the world from South Korea to Germany, all the 

different countries, they’ve all done it in slightly different ways. 

The advantage that we’ve got, although I appreciate as I’ve 

described some of those were further ahead because of previous 
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pandemics, is we can learn and we have an international 

comparison exercise going to look at the best features of all of 

those different systems. But we’ve got to do the right thing for the 

UK. I mean some of these countries will be able to take measures 

that you just wouldn’t be able  to do. Legally or otherwise. But 

we’re going to make sure that we’ve got the right  mechanisms to 

take for the UK to make sure we bare down on the pandemic.  

 

AM: And this depends of course on how people then behave. 

Under isolation rules am I allowed to exercise my judgement? 

DR: Look, we set out as much guidance and with any rules in any 

law it’s a balance between being prescriptive, so people have got 

rules, certain about what the rules are, but of course ultimately we 

do need people to exercise judgement and common sense.   

 

AM: If under your new system –  

DR: No, I’m just going to say one of the reasons that we’ve got 

the progress with the virus that I’ve just described is precisely 

because the public have supported this and because they’ve 

exercised their common sense. But really important that that 

continues as we make changes to the rules. 

 

AM: If under this system I am told that somebody I have met has 

Covid-19 and I am asked to isolate, can I go to a house at the 

other end of the country, can I choose a holiday home or a second 

home to go to or do I have to stick in my main residence? 

DR: Well you need to stick to the rules and of course 

AM: And I can exercise my judgement and drive across the 

country can I? 

DR: Exercise your judgement to follow the rules. But let’ be clear, i 

think what you’re trying to do is refer back to the situation in 

relation to Dominic Cummings –  

AM: it might be that. 
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DR: I understand that, but there were specific rules and 

exceptions set out for dealing with vulnerable people, in particular 

young children. But of course –  

 

AM: So this is really important. Can you explain to us now what 

the exceptional circumstances are which allows people to break 

those rules? 

DR: Well no, we’re saying look, the guidance has all been 

published and set out. Of course if there’s a question of 

particularly vulnerable people then those need to be followed, the 

exceptions, but overall what we’re being clear about with the 

tracing which is I think what you’re referring to is in the same way  

as you have 14 days stay at home if you get the virus, if you’ve 

been in contact with someone who has got the virus, you need 

that 14 days isolation. And the reason that you need it is so that 

we can lift these wider measures. So it may feel pretty hard, 

pretty tough on those that get that notification, we understand 

that, but what it allows  us to do is target –  

AM: The question is now much wriggle room there is. 

DR: No, no, you’ve got to follow the guidance.  

 

AM: Let me read you something a guy called Ben from Sheffield 

who spoke to 5Live, BBC 5Live on Wednesday, he said, ‘we’re a 

family of four, we’ve got two young children, my wife and I 

started to develop symptoms at the end of March and we were 

quite worried because we don’t have any family near us. We went 

on to NHS 111 and we were told very explicitly “under no 

circumstances should you leave your home.”  We asked about the 

children. We asked, ‘can we move closer to the family or can we 

get the family to come to us? And they said, “absolutely do not 

relocate, do not go near your family.”’ Were they given the wrong 

advice? 

DR: Well, I don’t know all the circumstances of the case, and I’m 

confident that the NHS advice they’ve been given is very carefully 

given. All I’m just saying to you is that there are exceptions, not 
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just on dealing with vulnerable people including children, and what 

people do is they need to very carefully follow the guidelines as 

we come out of lockdown. And the reason being is that the target 

measures, which you know, it may feel I inadvertently came in 

contact with someone, I’ve got to isolate for 14 days, that feels a 

bit harsh. But that’s what allows us to take these broader 

measures, to allow – 

AM: So everybody has to follow the same rules. 

DR: - to allow primary schools to start returning, to allow life to 

get back to something resembling normal. Then advantage we’ve 

got is that these measures will be targeted and as a result we can 

lift more broadly some of the more intensive restrictions. And I 

think that’s good for public health, I think it’s good for the 

economy, and I think it’s good for the public as a whole in terms 

of public confidence.  

 

AM: Let me ask you about Hong Kong. 350,000 people there have 

British passports, dual nationality passports. And you have said 

that they can come here after this draconian new law that Beijing 

is introducing there. Now, there’s another three million people 

who would be able to apply for British visas and British passports 

because of when they were born. Are you absolutely clear that 

those people can get British passports and will get British 

passports if they apply? 

DR: Well, just to start, it’s not quite true to say that they’re dual 

nationals. We, as part of the handover, the package of measures 

that were put together with the joint declaration back in 1984, we 

agreed this BNO passport holder status. It means that residents of 

Hong Kong who have that passport can come to the UK subject to 

a restriction of six months, and what we’re saying now, if China 

follows through with this national security legislation, which very 

clearly violates not  just the autonomy that is guaranteed under 

Chinese law and that the Chinese agreed under the joint 

declaration as a matter of international law to uphold, it 

undermines the freedoms that were also protected in the same 
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way. If it follows through on this legislation we will give those 

people who hold BNO passports the right to come to the UK. We’ll 

lift that six months restriction and allow them to come to the UK 

to live, to apply to study for an extendable 12-month period, and 

that will provide a path to citizenship. In terms of the numbers it’s 

very – you’re absolutely right, the figures you just set out are 

right, but our assessment of it is very carefully, you’re not going to 

get  all those people would actually come to the UK. But we have 

got – I’m the child of a refugee. We’ve got people around the 

Cabinet table with similar stories. Our Home Secretary’s family 

came over at the time of Idi Amin expelling the Indians from 

Uganda. We’re not going to turn a blind eye. We’re not going to 

look away from our responsibilities to the people of Hong Kong. 

 

AM: 28,000 people came from Uganda. We are talking possibly of 

several hundred thousand at the very least, and possibly more 

coming from Hong Kong. I’m just absolutely clear that you are 

prepared for that to happen if that’s necessary. 

DR: Yeah. It’s very unlikely you’d get those figures. You’re 

absolutely right. 

AM: We don’t know. 

DR: You don’t know, but you can be reasonably – you can test the 

assumptions based on the fact that a large number would 

probably want to stay, that others may go to countries in the 

region. But frankly this is a point of principle, and we have a duty 

to the people of Hong Kong, and as I said, we will not just look 

the other way. 

 

AM: After the death of George Floyd and the riots that have 

erupted all across America, President Trump tweeted, ‘when the 

looting starts the shooting starts.’ What did you think when you 

read that? 

DR: I have long kept to the self-imposed guidance not to 

comment on what President Trump says or indeed other world 

leaders. It’s not really what my job is. But what I would say is I’m 
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deeply distressed by the scenes in relation to Floyd. I’ve seen  the 

lead suspects have been charged with murder, there is a federal 

view, we want to see come back together not tear itself apart over 

this, and of course that is a very distressing and upsetting case. 

 

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

today. 

(ENDS) 

 

 

 

 


