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Jacob Rees-Mogg has been accused of undermining the government’s support for 
whistleblowers by his treatment of a doctor who raised “politically inconvenient” concerns 
about the impact of a no-deal Brexit on the drugs supply. 

In a letter to the health secretary, Sir Robert Francis QC, who chaired the Mid-Staffordshire 
scandal inquiries, and Dr Henrietta Hughes, national guardian for the NHS, described Rees-
Mogg’s behaviour as “disturbing to say the least”. 

It comes after the leader of the house likened Dr David Nicholl, a neurologist who worked 
without payment on no-deal planning, to the disgraced anti-vaccine conspiracy theorist 
Andrew Wakefield. 



Rees-Mogg — who was widely mocked for lounging on the front bench last week — made 
the incendiary comment in the House of Commons, where MPs are protected 
by parliamentary privilege. 

He said: “I’m afraid it seems to me that Dr David Nicholl is as irresponsible as Dr 
Wakefield” after the former expressed concerns that patients could die in the event of no 
deal. 

Rees-Mogg has since apologised to Nicholl but not in the Commons. 

Francis and Hughes are calling on the health secretary, Matt Hancock, to write an open letter 
to all NHS staff reminding them of their duty to raise issues of safety. 

It said: “We are concerned that [Rees-Mogg’s apology] may be insufficient to correct the 
message implicit in these events that professionals risk their careers if they raise . . . safety 
concerns where these are politically inconvenient”. 

The Sunday Times revealed Nicholl’s role in planning for a no-deal Brexit last month. He 
volunteered to help categorise neurology medicines that it was impossible to stockpile, 
including some epilepsy drugs. Nicholl later became a whistleblower because he was 
concerned that no-deal would harm patients. 

Epilepsy charities and MPs including the former health minister Norman Lamb last night 
called on the government to publish its plans for a no-deal Brexit. 

Dr Sarah Wollaston, the MP for Totnes, will this week raise a point of order, calling for 
Rees-Mogg to apologise again in the Commons and withdraw his comments about Nicholl. 
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The letter from Francis and Hughes to the health secretary 

Dear Secretary of State, 

As the author of the Freedom to Speak Up Review and the national Freedom to Speak Up 
guardian, we write to ask you to reassure National Health Service staff directly that they are 
not only entitled to raise genuinely held concerns but also under a duty to do so. 

We appreciate and welcome your unequivocal tweet on the subject and the forthright letter 
from the chief medical officer, with every word of which we agree. 

We noted with concern the comparison made by the leader of the House of Commons 
between Dr David Nicholl and Andrew Wakefield. 

To see the raising of a concern about possible medicine shortages equated with research 
statements found by a regulator to be seriously misleading and based on fraudulent research 
was disturbing to say the least. It implied that Dr Nicholl had been guilty of serious 
professional misconduct, justifying his erasure from the professional register. 



We know how committed you are to creating an open culture in the NHS in which staff feel 
free to raise concerns and to comply with their professional duties. That Jacob Rees-Mogg 
has apologised for this statement is to be welcomed. However, we are concerned that this 
may be insufficient to correct the message implicit in these events that professionals risk their 
careers if they raise genuinely held safety concerns where these are politically inconvenient, 
when the very opposite should be the case. 

It is even more important, at times of heightened risk, that all professionals should feel free to 
raise legitimate challenges about the adequacy of the steps taken to mitigate that risk without 
fear of adverse consequences. 

The positive progress being made with the Freedom to Speak Up agenda is always vulnerable 
to being reversed by what may be perceived as threatening behaviour by persons in positions 
of authority. 

In the circumstances we would be grateful if you would consider writing an open letter to 
NHS staff reminding them of their freedom and duty to raise issues of safety in accordance 
with their duty to do so. 

Sir Robert Francis, QC 

Dr Henrietta Hughes, FRCGP, national guardian for the NHS 

	


