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AM: Grant Shapps, the Transport Secretary joins me now. Grant 

Shapps, do you agree with Brian Madison, who’s Chairman of the 

Petrol Retailers Association, talking about the immediate situation 

he says, ‘this situation is going to get worse before it gets better.’ 

Is he right? 

GS: Well, actually it depends on how people respond and 

obviously we’ve got a massive package of different alleviations in 

place. There is plenty of fuel. I’ve checked with the six refineries 

and 47 storage centres we have in this country and we’re not 

short of fuel. As you rightly described, it’s just about the panic 

buying which is preventing it from being available sometimes 

immediately as you want it. And we’re seeing these queues which 

don’t need to be there. So this package which deals with the 

short-term, with things like visas, and I’m calling in the army to 

help process more, DVSA, that’s the licensing itself, to get that 

through the short term. And in the long term, which is a big 

reform of the sector that’s required because there’s been a 

systemic shortage of drivers across the whole of the economy 

made much, much worse by coronavirus across the whole of the 

world.  

 

AM: The British Retail Consortium says you have ten days to act 

now to save Christmas for people. You’ve talked about long term, 

these overseas drivers aren’t going to come until October, it takes 

time to train more drivers, it takes time to persuade drivers to 

leave retirement and come back. Are you going to have to bring in 

army drivers in the short term? 
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GS: So fortunately we’ve actually been since April - and the 

fundamental problem was caused by no testing taking place 

during the lockdown, where we couldn’t do that - since April it 

reopened and since then we’ve doubled the capacity to test new 

HGV drivers compared with before coronavirus. So there are more 

people already coming into the marketplace. I then made some 

further changes over the summer, including changing the law, to 

simplify the driving test and - not actually lower the standards, I 

should point out immediately,  but to make it administratively 

more straightforward, and that’s bringing more people in as well. 

Some of these things are already happening. And as I say, this is 

a big package we’re announcing today. 

 

AM: I’m sorry- just to my question, are you going to bring in army 

drivers? 

GS: Well, we’ll do whatever’s required. The army are going to, at 

the moment, as I say, make sure that we’re testing HGV drivers 

and that’s where the bottleneck is. But this is a big package today 

which includes apprenticeships, boot camps and better pay and 

conditions for people. What we’re asking for is on top of that 

package, is for the public to do their part and only fill up when you 

need to. Don’t top up at all, just fill up when you need to, and 

then there’s actually plenty of petrol to go around. This is an 

unnecessary situation where there are queues that are forming 

even though we have all the fuel that we need in the refineries 

and storage centres in the UK.  

 

AM: On Friday you told us that you weren’t going to bring in 

foreign workers, and now you are. So perhaps, on my calculations, 

by Tuesday you might be announcing army drivers being used on 

the roads of Britain. 

GS: I’ve said we’ll do whatever we need to do to make sure that 

things flow in this country, and that’s what you’d expect us to do. 

It is unfortunate, you’re right, we didn’t want to - we don’t want to 

be reliant on overseas labour in the longer run, which is why this 
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is limited to Christmas, because we’ve got to sort out these long 

term problems with our HGV sector, which has been around for 

years, by the way, and I’m afraid the thing which has sparked this 

particular rush on petrol stations is a fairly irresponsible briefing 

from one of the road haulage associations, which seems to have 

got this going. As I say, there is plenty of fuel – 

 

AM: I’m sorry, you’re blaming the Road Haulage Association for 

spreading panic. Is that what you’re saying? 

GS: Well, I see in the newspapers this morning that they briefed 

out from a meeting that they attended. One of the features of the 

situation we’re in is there’s been a shortage for a very long time, 

so this is nothing new. But as soon as you say to people there’s a 

shortage, people tend to react, and it’s not required, there’s plenty 

of petrol in the country, as I say. If we all go back to buying petrol 

as we’d normally buy petrol this big package is going to do some 

things in the short term, and as you point out, I’m doing some 

things that we wouldn’t necessary have wanted to do because we 

believe in fixing this market for the long term so that the drivers 

are paid a lot better - and we welcome that, we think it’s a good 

idea for drivers to be paid more.  

 

AM: Let me ask you about the foreign drivers you’re bringing in, 

you’re saying 5,000 visas for drivers. But conditions for HGV 

drivers on the continent are better than they are here, and you’re 

only offering them about 11 or 12 weeks’ work before they have 

to go back again. Are you sure you’re going to get enough of 

them coming over? 

GS: Yes, the key thing about this is, if you look at, for example, 

the distribution to petrol stations, the shortage of drivers is a 

much smaller number: one, two, three hundred drivers. So we’re 

not talking about the 5,000 for that, that’s also for the food sector 

as well. So as I say, there isn’t a dramatic shortage in drivers, in 

fact it’s been like this for a long time. It’s only if you create a 

situation where people start to queue and people see the queue 
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and on and on it goes. Fortunately, when it comes to tanks of 

petrol in people’s cars, unlike for example, toilet rolls or pasta at 

the beginning of coronavirus, there’s only so many places that - 

you can only store a single tank of petrol, you can’t store it 

elsewhere very easily. So this will resolve itself, and I’m very, very 

keen to put in place this massive package of measures today to 

make sure that people are reassured, and in return we’re asking 

people to be sensible, only fill up when your car actually needs 

filling up and this will then resolve itself.  

 

AM: Now you acknowledge in a newspaper article today that part 

of the story - nothing like all of the story, but part of the story is 

exacerbated by Brexit. I thought the whole point of Brexit was 

that at crises like these the government hang tough and ensure 

that wages were driven up by not bringing in foreign workers. 

That was a few days ago, and now you’re doing the opposite. 

GS: Well, one of the things about Brexit is it gives us the flexibility 

to set our own laws in this case, produce some visas because I 

don’t want to see these queues at all, we want things to flow 

normally, and that gives us the freedom to do it. On the other side 

of Brexit, it’s actually given me a lot of room to get on with 

expanding the number of tests available, which is the real 

constriction here, at the DVSA who do the testing of people. And 

those are changes that I couldn’t have made if we were still in 

Europe because of the way that the license is operated. They’re all 

set by European directives. So we’ve benefited from some of those 

extra freedoms. As I say, the problem’s not actually a Brexit 

problem. For example we’re short of 123,00 drivers – 

 

AM: I’m sorry, minister, you’re producing 5,000 visas - 5,000 visas 

for new HGV drivers, and you’re issuing five and a half thousand 

visas for poultry workers before Christmas. In some of the other 

sectors, for instance there’s a big, big gap in care workers - are 

they going to get visas too? 
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GS: Look as a country we don’t want to be in a situation where 

the solution is always to undercut the British worker, import 

cheaper European labour and not skill people up. That’s the whole 

point of levelling up, is so we train our workers here so that 

people can a decent day’s work and get properly paid for it. And 

that’s actually why we’re so reticent to do those things. On the 

other hand, I’m not just going to stand by and watch queues 

forming and not respond at all. But no, in the longer term we want 

to, in all the sectors, whether it’s food or HGV drivers or care or 

elsewhere - there are 1.6 million people coming off furlough this 

month; we think the British people should be able to skill up and 

take these jobs and we shouldn’t keep undercutting people. 

 

AM: The poorest families in this country, looking ahead, are going 

to lose the £20 uplift in universal credit and according to the 

papers this morning they’re going to lose £300 a year in higher 

energy bills. They’re facing a really, really tough time. If you’re not 

going to reverse the decision on the uplift, are you at least going 

to look at the details of how that is going to be implemented? 

GS: I heard you actually before I came on talking about the 

universal credit uplift, and as you pointed out, it was temporary 

measure to help people through coronvirus whilst people were 

unable to work, for example, the furlough. And that support’s 

coming to an end but there’s plenty of other support which is 

staying in place. For example, local housing allowance, worth over 

£600, which was brought in for coronavirus, is staying in place. 

Another very good example would be the £4,000 that people on 

lower salaries now get… 

 

AM: Sorry, you know that lots of the poorest families in this 

country are going to have a very, very tough time this Christmas, 

and you know that a lot of your colleagues on the Tory back 

benches are really worried about this. So I ask you again 

specifically, as a government, are you going to look at how this 

universal credit change is being implemented or not? 
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GS: What we’ll do is look at how the whole package of measures, 

everything that we do, reacts. So you mentioned about some 

costs going up; that’s undoubtedly true. Fortunately I can also 

report that salaries are going up faster than that. And I think 

we’ve seen a 4.2 increase in salaries this year. We’ve got more 

people in work than even before the pandemic and there a million 

job vacancies for the first time. A lot of people on universal credit 

are working, so right across things are not unconnected. 

 

AM: That’s absolutely right but they’re going to face some very, 

very high bills this winter, and a lot of them are very worried 

about that. And as a government you could make a shift in the 

policy to help them and you could say so now, but you’re not. 

GS: Well, look, I’m not the Chancellor. He will have the whole 

package in his mind. What I am saying now is temporary 

assistance was brought in, £407 billion of assistance has been 

brought in for families, individual, for businesses. I think most 

people recognise it’s brought in for the pandemic, it’s going to end 

as we move back to people going back to work and more normal 

times. We can’t keep of those things in place, otherwise - as again 

I heard you point out - you’d have to put several pennies on 

income tax to pay for what is a £6 billion policy to run. So 

governments have to make these choices. 

 

AM: Several pennies - 

GS: It will be several pennies, I can confirm.  

 

AM: You’ve got these measures coming in - I’m so sorry, you’ve 

got these measure coming in that will start to take effect in 

October and November. At Christmas are we going to look back 

and think this was the moment that the government didn’t act fast 

enough? 

GS: No, look, I think the government has, for example, with the 

HGV crisis, been working on this all the way through the spring, 

the summer, to the point where we’ve consulted and actually 
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changed the rules in order to make sure that we’re getting more 

people tested and into the sector. As I say, I think it’s really 

important that now that package is in place, with the additions 

that I’ve announced today, that people take up the opportunities 

of coming into the sector - I’d like a million people who have HGV 

licences to ask those who are not driving at the moment to come 

back in, for example, and that the public then also says actually 

I’m going to be sensible about this and my car’s not empty, even 

if it’s coming closer to empty, there’s no need to join one of those 

queues. Let everyone else go and join the queues, you can drive 

past because we’ve got plenty of petrol in this country and we 

don’t need to have a scare over it because it will right itself.  

 

AM: No panic buying, just nonchalant buying. Grant Shapps, thank 

you very much indeed for joining us today. 

(ends) 

 


