Jon Sopel brands Keir Starmer’s Trump letter 'cringe' amid doubts over British diplomacy
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Former BBC presenter Jon Sopel has launched a sharp critique of Labour leader Keir Starmer's presentation of an invitation from King Charles to Donald Trump during a visit to the White House in February. Sopel characterised the gesture as “cringe,” emphasising that it lacked both subtlety and effectiveness in diplomacy. The letter, partly obscured by Trump’s hand, invited the former president for a “historic second state visit” to the UK, but Sopel questioned what tangible commitments emerged from this exchange. He remarked, “Was it clever or subtle for Keir Starmer to reach into his pocket and flourish a letter from the King? It was cringe. It was awful.” 
Sopel’s comments reflect a broader concern regarding the nature of British diplomacy, particularly in dealings with politically polarising figures like Trump. He further elaborated that even if Trump were to make commitments, trust in his assurances might be misplaced. With a metaphorical analogy suggesting one should be wary of a dubious loan offer, Sopel expressed scepticism, implying that the outcomes of such overtures are often ephemeral and possibly illusory.
In the context of Starmer’s diplomatic strategies, public perception has been mixed. Some analysts view Starmer’s approach as unnecessarily sycophantic, especially in light of an opinion piece in The Guardian that described his congratulatory remarks following the 2024 US presidential election as hypocritical. Critics argue that such gestures may undermine the integrity of British values and diminish Starmer’s credibility on the international stage. This concern aligns with Sopel's view that a more nuanced approach is essential to effectively engage with international leaders.
During his appearance at the Hay Festival, Sopel did not shy away from discussing his broader discontent with the media landscape, particularly criticising the BBC’s “both sides-ism” as a significant factor in his departure from the organisation in 2022. He stated, “The media is enabling [Nigel] Farage,” reflecting on how the renewed interest in political fringe movements has prompted a re-evaluation of media narratives. This perspective is especially relevant in the current climate, where the media's role in shaping public discourse around figures like Trump and Farage is under scrutiny.
Amid the exchange between Starmer and Trump, there were notable reactions from Starmer’s team, with staff reportedly left “open-jawed” during one of Trump’s more incendiary rants. This incident underscores the unpredictability inherent in engaging with a leader such as Trump, where diplomatic expectations can be met with erratic behaviour. Such situations foster uncertainty around the efficacy of presenting overtures like royal invitations and may reinforce Sopel's assertion that British diplomacy needs to evolve beyond simplistic gestures.
As Starmer continues to manage interactions within the complex landscape of global politics, he faces the delicate challenge of maintaining a cordial relationship with the United States while safeguarding British interests that may sometimes diverge from those of the current US administration. The critical dialogue surrounding his approach underlines the necessity for a recalibrated strategy that prioritises substance over symbolism in international relations. This ongoing discourse about diplomacy, leadership, and trust is likely to shape the narrative as Starmer navigates the complexities of British-American relations in the years to come.
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