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NR: Boris Johnson will outline this week the government’s plans 

and preparations for any potential covid surge this winter. So far 

the Labour Party has largely supported pretty much whatever 

covid measures the government has taken, although criticised the 

speed and timing of many of them. Is that going to change? I’m 

joined in the studio now by the Shadow Health Secretary Jonathan 

Ashworth. Morning to you. 

JA: Good morning.  

 

NR: Let’s start with your overview of this. When you look at winter 

with all the potential problems that cold weather can bring and 

return of flu and so on, are you worried or do you think we’re in a 

pretty reasonable place? 

JA: I think anybody who follows health policy would not be 

complacent at this stage. Winter is always difficult for the NHS, 

and we’re looking ahead to what could be one of the worst 

winters in living memory. We’ve obviously got covid circulating. 

It’s still circulating at a considerable level. There’s questions that 

still need to be answered about booster jabs and vaccination. The 

answers of some of those questions, hopefully will get answered 

in the next few days. And of course, because of the way other 

viruses work. Now, we’re interacting with one another more than 

we were last year and the year before. We’re likely to see more 

flu, more RSV, which is a respiratory virus; probably more 

norovirus as well. So it is very serious. 
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NR: So does that mean that when the government’s briefing, as it 

is, that they won’t bring in vaccine passports, you want to criticise 

them or does Labour want to say, ‘we’re always pretty wary of 

vaccine passports, that’s not happening’? 

JA: Well, we always aid we didn’t think vaccine passports would 

work or would be appropriate for somebody to go the shops or go 

to the pub or to - certainly not appropriate to access public 

services.  

 

NR: But they were talking about nightclubs, they were talking 

about big events. Would it be cheer in the morning if they 

scrapped plans for that, or do you think they’re being reckless? 

JA: Well, I think the problem with vaccine passports is that people 

thought that was the key to everything, and the point about 

nightclubs and crowded events is you’ve got to have other 

measures in place. They’ve got to be well-ventilated, you’ve got to 

have clean air. And one of the things that we’ve been arguing for 

months now, particularly when it comes to school, is put the clean 

air facilities in place, which is a relatively straightforward thing to 

do. 

 

NR: Just with vaccine passports, no, yes, maybe? 

JA: Well, I mean, if the government are not going to being the 

vaccine passport piece of legislation to parliament, that’s the end 

of it isn’t it? 

 

NR: You’re not pushing them by the sounds of it. Now, covid 

powers, we also hear that they’re going to repeal quite a lot of 

covid powers. Right or reckless in your view? 

JA: No, I think, look, we’ve only seen what’s been briefed into the 

newspapers, so we’ll have to make a considered view in the round 

when we see what actually comes to parliament. But what is 

actually - this is about the Coronavirus Act, that is a distinct piece 

of legislation from all the lockdown pieces of legislation. They get 

confused, they get conflated, understandably so, but the 
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Coronavirus Act imposed a number of powers to the authorities to 

issue penalties and things like that, and there’s a lot of evidence 

that a lot of those powers have been abused. So we’ve going to 

have to look at the detail, we’re going to have to properly 

understand it, but - at first sight it looks reasonable, but let me 

look at the detail when it’s been published. 

 

NR: It sounds awfully like, to me, you’re changing your tune. It 

wasn’t long ago that you were in this studio talking to Andy about 

the lifting of all the restrictions, and you - we’ll play it to you - you 

sounded very worried indeed. 

 

CLIP: 

‘Opening up tomorrow is reckless. It is like putting your foot down 

on the accelerator and throwing off the seat belts. We would open 

with caution.’ 

 

NR: You were wrong, weren’t you? You said it was reckless to 

open up in July and it wasn’t reckless. The summer has gone 

relatively smoothly.  

JA: It depends how you define relatively. We have over 8.000 

people in hospital with covid. I mean, the virus is still circulating 

and we’re still worried about the winter. Remember the 

Coronavirus Act is about a different set of powers. 

 

NR: But I’m asking you really about what you said. You said it was 

reckless then, so people who celebrated the Euros in a pub or at 

their mate’s house, or even went to Wembley, people who 

enjoyed the summer, are you saying well, should Labour have 

been in we wouldn’t have allowed that because we thought it was 

reckless? 

JA: No, we weren’t going to ban summer fun. Most certainly not . 

But we were advising to maintain mask wearing, to use the 

summer to install the ventilation systems in schools and so on. 

And now, as well, we’ve got a briefing into the papers that, well, 
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we’re getting rid of the Act. There’s also briefings that, you know, 

there may well be a winter lockdown, masks may well be coming 

back – 

 

NR: This is why people find Labour hard to follow, because if it 

was reckless and you still think it was reckless, shouldn’t you now 

be saying, ‘don’t repeal all these powers. Bring in new restrictions 

now because we’re worried about the numbers’? 

JA: No, because we think you need to go further on vaccinations, 

so those pockets of the country, which seem to be the poorer 

areas, where the vaccination rates are not as high as they should 

be, we need extra effort in there. We need the Chief Medical 

Officer to give advice quickly on children’s vaccinations, and if he 

gives the green light - we expect it, and if he does we need to 

make sure that primary care, our health visitors, our school nurses 

can roll it out rapidly. And if we have a booster campaign we need 

to get on with it. But I would say we need to do it via community 

pharmacy more this time because general practice is so under the 

cosh at the moment.  

 

NR: You’ll know this has been a week in which once again you, 

Labour, your leader in particular, are being criticised for being sort 

of commentators on what the government’s doing instead of 

having your own plan. When we look at that tax rise that the 

government brought in, which you have criticised, can we be 

clear, would you scrap this new health and social care levy? 

JA: Well, it’s a punishing, unfair tax rise on working people, the 

group of people who are already getting clobbered with council 

tax rises, the freeze in the personal allowance. Some of them will 

see their universal credit cut.  

 

NR: So you’d scrap it? 

JA: Well, it’s not actually come in yet. There’s a vote on Tuesday, 

and there’s still an opportunity for Tory MPs to vote it down. But 
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we would have done it in a different way - because we don’t 

believe this tax rise is - and it won’t fix social care. 

 

NR: The surely you should scrap it. You see, what happened with 

Keir Starmer at the weekend is he talked about other people he’d 

tax, it seemed, in addition. He talked about taxing landlords, for 

example, pensioners who make their money off savings or 

pensions rather than from working. So is Labour saying, ‘no, we 

want extra taxes on top of that?’ 

JA: Well, let me tell what we need to do, because our social care 

system is broken. It’s bust. There’ll be viewers today who mother 

or father perhaps has got dementia, who have to battle with a 

complex bureaucratic system to try and get them care. And often 

the care is turned down, not because the local council is callous 

but because it doesn’t have the money. For the adults with autism 

and learning disabilities, locked in the most appalling barbaric of 

conditions, it’s like something from the Victorian age. This system 

doesn’t cover them. We would put more investment in so people 

can stay in their home – 

 

NR: I’m endlessly asking and not getting answers. 

JA: We will expand access. We would raise quality, because so 

many care providers are rated inadequate by the CQC. And if you 

invest so that people can stay in their home longer and not be 

forced into a home and not be forced into a hospital bed with 

nowhere to go, you can release savings. The IPPR has said you 

could release two and a half billion pounds of savings, which we 

would reallocate to the front line.  

 

NR: So Labour is not saying it’ll repeal the tax. It’s saying you’ll 

have more tax on the wealthy and saying you can save money if 

you reform? 

JA: I’m saying we would have a reform programme to rebuild our 

broken care services so that we have national care services that 

allow people to stay in the home longer, that raise quality, so we 
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don’t have these dehumanising flying 15-minute visits. By paying 

staff properly as well, a national living wage, and those people 

trapped in these awful conditions, adults with learning disabilities, 

we should care for those – 

 

NR: That’s the first time we’ve heard - 

JA: And that would save money as well. 

 

NR: Forgive me, just answer your critics in the Labour Party who 

say Andy Burnham - when he was last here, in that screen, he 

came up with a plan for social care. Tony Blair comes up with 

plans for vaccine passports. Gordon Brown has plans for spreading 

vaccines round the world. People look to Keir Starmer for a plan 

and they often find a vacuum, don’t they? 

JA: But I’m offering you an alternative approach which will expand 

access, which will drive up quality, will also support carers who 

look after people as well and who will get nothing from this tax 

rise. And I’m saying that by reforming social care in the way we 

are proposing, that we can release money and put it to the front 

line by bringing our care services together, our national care 

services together to work hand in hand with our NHS as well. 

 

NR: Jonathan Ashworth, thank you very much indeed for taking 

your time to come into the studio. Thank you. 

(ends) 

 

 


