THESUNDAYTIMES BUAL L NEWS

How three weeks of

dither and delay at
NoO 10 cost thousands
of British lives
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BRITAIN'S LATE LOCKDOWN
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Scientists, politicians,
academics and advisers
reveal the inside story of
ministers’ desperate
battle with the virus in
the three weeks before
Britain finally locked
down

Insight

There i1s a simple mathemati-
cal truth that would have
caused alarm about the coron-
avirus pandemic if it had been
more fully appreciated when it
was first flagged up in reports

from China in late January.
The number of people in—fect-
ed appeared to double in as lit-
tle as three days. The maths
was remorseless. It meant one
case would become eight in
nine days, and after 21 it
would be 128. In less than nine
weeks, one case could infect a
million people.

So time was already running
out for Britain when, amid the
last of the late February
storms, Boris Johnson re-
turned from his working holi-
day at the state-owned
Chevening residence to face
opposition accusations that he
was a “part-time” prime

Denmark

minister.

On Monday, March 2, the
virus had been in the country
for almost five weeks and was
multiplying fast. This was an
important day as Johnson had
decided to get a grip on the cri-
sis by doing something he had
notably failed to do since it
started. “I have just chaired a
Cobra meeting on coron-
avirus,” he declared in a video
message to the nation.

Standing in front of a Down-
ing Street bookcase full of
leather-bound volumes, the
prime minister warned that
the virus was likely to become
a more significant problem
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and added “this country is
very, very, well prepared . . .
we've got fantastic testing sys-
tems, amazing surveillance of
the spread of disease”. Wide-
spread testing and contact
tracing would, however, be
abandoned in just over a week.
Johnson had agreed an “ac-
tion plan® with his fellow
members of the Cobra emer-
gency committee that morning
but new measures, to prevent
the spread of the virus, would
be introduced later only if
needed. It would be a notable
feature of the prime minister’s
televised press briefings over
the next crucial three weeks
until lockdown that key ac-
tions would be deferred until
future dates. Meanwhile, the
virus was spreading rapidly.
Inexplicably, the final sen-
tence of the March 2 wvideo
message has been lopped oft
the version posted on the
prime ministerial Twitter page.
It was: “I wish to stress that, at
the moment, it's very impor-
tant that people consider that
they should, as far as possible,
go about business as usual.”
Having delivered Brexit on
January 31, Downing Street
was keen to foster a mood of
buoyancy and optimism as the
nation began its new future of
self-determination. In the fol-
lowing days, Johnson initially
epitomised the upbeat spirit,
shaking hands and attending
the rugby at Twickenham, in a
clear signal that life should go
on despite the virus.
Life did go on as usual at the
beginning of March. The bars
and trains remained packed
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Jacinda Ardern, the New Zealand
prime minister, made an early pledge
to ‘get in front of the issue’

HAGEN HOPKINS

and mass sporting events were
attended as normal. Many
people are likely to have paid
with their lives for commuting
on packed trains, drinking in
pubs and attending events
such as the Cheltenham Festi-
val during this period.

Across the world, many gov-
ernments would be grappling
with the fast-moving crisis and
few would emerge from the
coming months without mis-
takes. In Britain, the govern-
ment’s response was to replace
“Let’s get Brexit done” with a
new mantra: “We're following
the science”. But was that what
the decision-making team —
Johnson, key advisers such as
Dominic Cummings, and min-
isters, including the health sec-
retary, Matt Hancock, as well
as the chief scientific and med-
ical advisers — were actually
doing?

THE BIG GAMBLE

COVID-18

Alert
Level

An Insight investigation has
talked to scientists, politicians,
academics, emergency plan-
ners and advisers to Downing
Street about the government’s
response to the coronavirus
crisis in the three weeks from
March 2.

We found that a key govern-
ment committee was informed
at the beginning of the month
by its two top modelling teams
that Britain was facing a cat-
astrophic loss of life without
drastic action. By then, howev-
er, any hope of containing the
virus through contact tracing
had fallen through because the
government had failed to ade-
quately increase its testing ca-
pacity iIn January and
February.

Caught in the headlights, the
government was intent on pur-
suing a “contain” and “delay”
policy of allowing the virus to
spread through the population,
with the intention of shielding
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the vulnerable and elderly and
introducing new measures to
slow the rate down at some fu-
ture point when it looked as if
the NHS might be
overwhelmed.

This approach was based on
the flu model, which was de-
signed to cope with an infec-
tion that was very infectious in
a similar way to the coron-
avirus but less deadly. In the
Far East, countries such as
Taiwan, South Korea, Vietham
and Singapore based their ap-
proach on lessons learnt com-
bating the Sars crisis of 2003
and other viral outbreaks that
emerged from China. They
were better prepared to move
fast, particularly in their use of
tests and tracing to restrict the
spread.

In the UK it was hoped that
antibody resistance would be
built up in the population —
herd immunity — to avoid a
second outbreak later in the
year that might be worse. This,
however, was a gamble as
there was no clear evidence
people who had suffered the
virus would have lasting anti-
body protection. Despite using
the term at the time, the gov-
ernment denies it had a policy
of herd immunity.

The government pursued its
contain and delay strategy in
the first two weeks of March
despite strong warnings from
its two main modelling teams
that it could lead to a cat-
astrophic number of people
being killed. The teams from
Imperial College London and
the London School of Hygiene
& Tropical Medicine (LSHTM)
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The modelling by Professor Neil
Ferguson of Imperial College was
devastating

concluded separately that if
the mitigation measures under
the delay strategy were fol-
lowed, about 250,000 deaths
could result. They delivered
papers detailing those findings
to a meeting of Sage, the scien-
tific advisory group for emer-
gencies, on March 3 attended
by government officials.

It was only in the middle
weekend of March that the key
decision makers would fully
engage with the fact that their
mitigation measures risked a
death sentence for a quarter of
a million people and some-
thing far tougher was required.

What 1s more, this realisa-
tion came only after the acade-
mic teams took it upon them-
selves to model a lockdown as
the only solution that could
avold overwhelming the NHS
— showing how deaths could
be kept to the tens of
thousands.

There was a key meeting of

-
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the prime minister’s close
team on the morning of Satur-
day, March 14, after the mod-
ellers’ new projections had
been delivered. By this point
European countries were
hastily introducing lockdowns
and there was growing support
among Johnson’s team for the
move.

After being initially hostile to
the idea, the prime minister
put his libertarian instincts to
one side and agreed in princi-
ple that a lockdown would be
necessary. However, rather
than locking down immediate-
ly, there was a further nine-
day delay as he deliberated
over how and when a lock-
down should be introduced.

That prevarication proved,
for some, to be fatal. New
back-dated modelling assess-
ing the historic spread of the
disease — published for the
first time today — estimates
the number of people infected
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in the UK was indeed doubling
every three days during late
February and early March, just
as some of the initial reports
from China had suggested.

The work, produced jointly
by an Imperial College London
team led by Samir Bhatt, and
Oxford University, suggests
that on March 3 — the day the
government committee gave
the warning about the conse-
quences of a mitigation ap-
proach — there were about
14,000 infections in the UK.
Such was the speed of the
spread that 200,000 people
were estimated to be infected
by the time the government
began to change its mind
about its policy on Saturday,
March 14.

The last nine days while
Johnson wrestled over the de-
cision on when and how to go
for lockdown were particularly
brutal. By the time the lock-
down was announced on Mon-
day, March 23, such large
numbers were doubling over
such a short period that infec-
tions are estimated to have
soared to 1.5 million.

According to the data, no
other large European country
allowed infections to rocket to
such a high level before finally
going into lockdown. Those 20
days of government delay are
the single most important rea-
son why the UK has the second
highest number of deaths from
the coronavirus in the world.

GETTING IN FRONT

A few hours before Johnson
attended Cobra on March 2
another leader was holding her

Chris Whitty, chief medical officer for
England, was worried that people
would quickly tire of social distancing
PA WIRE

own press conference on the
response to the crisis on the
side of the world where the
sun rises first. With slow preci-
sion Jacinda Ardern, the New
Zealand prime minister, read
out the measures her small is-
land nation was taking to pro-
tect health and business be-
cause “the precautionary ap-
proach is best”.

Travel from China had al-
ready been banned for a

STAY , CONTROL , SAVE
ALERT” THE VIRUS’ LIVES

month and 8,000 New Zealan-

ders returning home from the
area and Iran had been self-
isolating for two weeks. That
day Ardern said travellers
from Italy and South Korea
would be required to self-iso-
late for two weeks. “It is too
early to say what the impact
will be, but regardless, we are
getting in front of this issue,”

she added.
The early intervention would
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prove highly successful and
enabled New Zealand to start
to return to normality last
month after a relatively short
lockdown with just over 1,500
cases and 21 deaths. By con-
trast, the island of Britain was
in a far more exposed position
than New Zealand as an in-
ternational air hub with 23.7
million people arriving in the
UK in the first three months of
the year.

So 1t was perhaps all the
more surprising that so little
had been done in the five
weeks before March to prepare
the UK for a pandemic while
our borders were kept open,
despite warnings from
scientists.

A statement on March 2 by
the government’s scientific
pandemic influenza (SPI)
group on modelling had ad-
vised that it was “almost cer-
tain” there would be sustained
transmission of the coron-
avirus in the UK and it was
“highly likely” to be already
happening. It estimated that
the time taken for cases to
double was about four to six
days — a rate that had been re-
vised downwards from initial
estimates in January on the
spread of the disease 1In
Wuhan, the Chinese city where
the outbreak is thought to have
begun.

However, the recent re-
search from Imperial College
London and Oxford University
has been able to make more
accurate estimates by using
the dates when people died
from the virus to look back and
work out the likely rates of in-
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fection in the past. This ap-
pears to confirm that infec-
tions were in fact doubling
every three days and an esti-
mated 11,000 people were al-
ready infected on March 2 —
and could soon become
millions.

While the government’s
modelling committee may
have underestimated the speed
of the spread of the virus, it
was not blind to the scale of
the problem. It warned of a
worst case scenario of 80% of
the population becoming
infected.

THE COBRA PLAN

Given the grim predictions and
the near-certainty of sustained
transmission, it might have
been expected that the prime
minister would announce con-
crete and 1mmediate steps
when he returned to Downing
Street via the network of corri-
dors from committee room B,

where he had attended his first
Cobra meeting on the crisis.

But the plan that emerged
amounted to a series of mea-
sures that would be taken only
at some future date to halt the
spread of the disease. It puz-
zled Lord Kerslake, who would
have been responsible for im-
plementing such a plan when
he was the head of the civil
service under David Cameron.
“If ministers believe that emer-
gency measures will be neces-
sary, they should act now,” he
told The Guardian that day,
adding that the only reason for
holding back was if “you don’t
believe they are necessary in
the end”.

The full details of the gov-
ernment’s action plan were set
out in a lengthy document
from the Department of
Health and Social Care on
March 3 that introduced its
“contain, delay, research, miti-
gate” strategy. It notes omi-
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nously that “if the disease be-
comes established in the UK . .
. 1t may be that widespread ex-
posure in the UK is inevitable”.

Officially, the country was
still in the “contain” phase in
which the contacts of anyone
who had contracted the virus
would be tracked down and
tested. But that battle had
been lost. Such was the rapid
spread of the virus that it had
almost certainly reached one
of Johnson’s own ministers,
Nadine Dorries, the health
minister, who would start to go
down with symptoms two days
later.

Given that widespread expo-
sure appeared highly likely, it
would have been possible to
have moved on swiftly to the
delay strategies outlined in the
document, which included:
“school closures, encouraging
greater home working, reduc-
ing the number of large-scale
gatherings”. But, according to
the document, the government
was planning to weigh up the
trade-off between the “social
and economic impact” of such
measures and “keeping people
safe”. It decided to wait. And
walit.

True to form, the prime min-
ister was in a characteristically
upbeat mood when he present-
ed the action plan at the first
of his daily press conferences
on March 3 flanked by two
doctors who were to become
household names. Likeable,
earnest and articulate Profes-
sor Chris Whitty, the chief
medical officer for England,
and Sir Patrick Vallance, the
chief scientific adviser, would
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be used as the government’s
human proof that it was “fol-
lowing the science”.

Johnson told the journalists
sitting shoulder to shoulder in
the wood- panelled No 9
Downing Street room that the
coronavirus was “overwhelm-
ingly a disease that is moder-
ate in its effects” before repeat-
ing his misplaced faith in the
UK’s testing and surveillance
systems. “This country is going
to get through coronavirus, no
doubt at all, and get through it
in good shape,” he added.

The prime minister said the
plan was not a list of actions
the government “will do” but
rather what it “could do at the
right time”. He said: “Our plan
means we are committed to
doing everything possible
based on the advice of our
world leading scientific experts
to prepare for all
eventualities.”

SAGE ADVICE

It has now emerged that earli-
er that same day some of those
world-leading scientists had
presented data to a Sage meet-
ing showing the alarming con-
sequences of the mitigation
measures being proposed by
the government. The
renowned pandemic modelling

teams from Imperial College
London and LSHTM had been
asked to assess the effects of
strategies to mitigate the virus
such as social distancing,
school closures, household iso-
lation and banning mass gath-
erings. Their findings were a
stark warning to the govern-
ment about the policy it was
pursuing.

If there were no interven-
tions, there could be as many
500,000 deaths. But the fig-
ures were still frightening
when they factored in the miti-
gation measures. The teams
both found that no matter how
they modelled the measures —
singly or in combination — the
death toll was huge: more than
200,000 could lose their lives
in the LSHTM calculation, and
250,000 according to
Imperial.

A source close to the two
teams said Professor Neil Fer-
guson of Imperial, and Profes-
sor John Edmunds of LSHTM
— who had both attended Sage
meetings at the time — became
increasingly concerned after
the figures had been calculat-
ed. It seemed that all the sce-
narios the teams were asked to
model were insufficiently dra-
conian to avert a disaster. “We
looked at the mitigation strate-
gies one by one and in combi-
nation and we realised that
they would still likely result in
large numbers of deaths,” said
Edmunds.

However, the source said the
government did not even ask
the teams to model whether a
lockdown might be the solu-
tion and instead only commis-
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sioned them to look at increas-
ingly finer-grained versions of
mitigation in early March. “I
think a sense of, ‘It can’t really
be that bad’ was important in
explaining the delay,” said the
source. “The [modellers’] cen-
tral estimates of severity were
viewed as a ‘reasonable worst
case’ by the government — not
the most likely scenario. It
took them a while to be
convinced.”

The source added: “I think
an overarching concern — and
why so much time was spent
looking at alternatives involv-
ing mitigation and shielding —
was that everyone, especially
Chris Whitty, Patrick Vallance
and the policy people, knew
what the economic and social
costs of lockdown would be.”

The modellers would later
take matters into their own

hands.

OPEN FOR BUSINESS

In the first week of March the
number of officially confirmed
cases rose significantly from
36 to 206. By the weekend of
Saturday, March 7, the scale of
the catastrophe facing the UK
and its speed could be seen
just a thousand miles away in
Italy, where cases had risen
fivefold to 5,800 and the
deaths had increased eightfold
to 233 in just six days that
week.

There was no clear reason to
assume the UK would escape
the pandemic more lightly
than Italy. That weekend the
Ireland versus Italy Six Na-
tions rugby match in Dublin
was called off because of fears

that it might help spread the
virus. Across the UK, hundreds
of thousands of people attend-
ed sports events as usual.

On Sunday, March 8, France
banned public gatherings of
more than 1,000 people but
that same day thousands of
French fans were allowed to
mingle in the 67,000 crowd at
Murrayfield, Edinburgh, for
their team’s game  with
Scotland.

The prime minister made his
own statement the previous
day about Britain being open
for business by joining the
81,000-strong crowd that
watched England beat Wales
at Twickenham.

Across the world people had
been replacing handshakes
with awkward waves or the
knocking of elbows in an at-
tempt to limit the spread of the
infection. In the UK the SPI
behavioural group, which re-
ports to Sage, the key commit-
tee informing the political de-
cision makers, made clear rec-
ommendations that the “gov-
ernment should advise against
ogreetings such as shaking
hands and hugging, given ex-

THIS COUNTRY IS
GOING TOGET
THROUGH THIS IN
GOOD SHAPE, NO
DOUBT AT ALL

isting evidence about the im-
portance of hand hygiene”.

But Johnson was deter-
mined to carry on as normal.
“I'm shaking hands,” he had
told the March 3 press confer-
ence on the day the behaviour-
al group’s guidance came out.
“I was at a hospital the other
night where I think there were
a few coronavirus patients and
I shook hands with everybody,
you'll be pleased to know.”

A couple of days later during
an appearance on ITV’s This
Morning he bounded over to
Phillip Schofield and seized his
hand when the presenter had
deliberately kept his arms by
his side. Schofield pointedly
inquired whether Johnson had
washed his hands before grab-
bing him.

Unrepentant, Johnson then
posted on Twitter a video of
himself eagerly shaking hands
with five female rugby players
at Twickenham on Saturday,
March 7. It was curious be-
haviour bearing in mind John-
son’s repeated statements that
he and the government were
following the advice of the sci-
entists on the crisis. A source
who was advising Downing
Street at the time said: “The
handshake — you can’t min-
imise how important that is.
He was the ultimate example
of somebody saying, ‘This is a
mild illness, the scientists are
overstating this.”

GUNMETAL SKIES

Three days later the gunmetal
skies and threat of drizzle did
little to damp the ardour of the
horse-racing enthusiasts as
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60,000 people flocked to the
opening of the four-day Chel-
tenham festival on Tuesday,
March 10.

The festival had once been
cancelled for foot and mouth, a
livestock disease, but it was
not going to stop for the coron-
avirus, especially with the
prime minister sending out
messages that Britain was
open as usual. On the opening
day, Ian Renton, the festival’s
director, wrote to concerned
local councillors setting out
the reasons for going ahead.

It said: “As with events from
England v Wales attended by
the prime minister at Twicken-
ham on Saturday to 10 Pre-
mier League games around the
country this weekend, the gov-
ernment guidance i1s for the
business of the country to con-
tinue as usual while ensuring
we adhere to and promote the
latest public health advice.”

Bottles of hand sanitiser
were placed in the washrooms
and around the racecourse for
the crowds who mingled and
pressed together in the enclo-
sures drinking and eating. One
of those people was Jules An-
nan, a 55-year-old freelance
photographer, who worked on
all four days taking pho-
tographs of celebrities, tycoons
and royals who had joined the
throng. Ten days later he
found himself struggling for
breath as he was rushed to
Cheltenham General Hospital
and placed on oxygen. “My
lungs basically gave up,” he
said. “I knew I was in a bad
way.”

He cannot be certain about

how he became infected with
the virus, which he eventually
shook off, but he believes he
may have become infected
during the races. “There was a
guy in the bed opposite me at
the hospital who was at the
races too and thinks he got it
there.”

Gloucestershire would later
experience a surge in hospital
death rates and the effects of
the event may have spread
across the country. Two racing
enthusiasts who attended the
festival died on the same day
at the end of March.

They were Paul Townend,
61, a racehorse owner from
Stratford-upon-Avon, who had
his ventilator switched off in
Warwick Hospital, and David
Hodgkiss, a 71-year-old chief
executive of a steelmaking firm
and chairman of Lancashire
cricket club, from Cumbria.

Townend’s widow, Geral-
dine, blames her husband’s
death on the government’s
failure to bring in the lock-
down earlier. “I don’t know
why we were so late,” she said.
“Other countries were in lock-
down well before us. The writ-
ing was on the wall.”

One of the last sporting fix-
tures played this year was on
March 11, when 3,000 fans
came from Spain to watch Liv-
erpool play Atlético Madrid in
the Champions League. Ac-
cording to the Imperial College
and Oxford estimates, Spain
had 640,000 infections at the
time compared with 100,000
in Britain, although it was just
a week ahead in terms of the
spread of the virus such was its

unchecked growth across the
UK during that period.

Edge Health, which analyses
health data for the NHS, con-
ducted modelling that estimat-
ed that the match and the
Cheltenham  festival were
linked to 41 and 37 extra
deaths respectively at nearby
hospitals between 25 and 35
days later, compared with sim-
llar hospital trusts used as a
control. And that was just the
local hospitals.

THE HERD

Back in London on the day be-
fore the Cheltenham festival
began, the chief scientist Val-
lance had been put forward to
express the scientific view that
mass gatherings were not a big
problem. Vallance, who had
left a £780,000-a-year job in
the pharmaceutical industry a
year before to take the job ad-
vising ministers, explained
that gatherings “actually don’t
make much difference”.

He said: “There’s only a cer-
tain number of people you can
infect. So, one person in a
70,000-seater stadium is not
going to infect the stadium.
They will infect potentially a
few people they've got very
close contact with. That’s true
in any setting: in the house, in
a church, in a restaurant.”

Sir David King, one of Val-
lance’s predecessors and a crit-
ic of the administration, 1s
scathing about the reasoning
on mass gatherings. His son
was at the Cheltenham festival
and later suffered coronavirus
symptoms, which took him
three weeks to recover from.
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King said: “If you've ever been
to a race meeting or football
match, you would normally
meet your friends in a pub be-
forehand, then you often need
to get a train — there are long
queues and big crowds. Any-
one who has attended any of
these events knows you are in
contact with a very large num-
ber of people.

“But worse than that, the
people at these football match-
es and horse races come from
all over the country and return
to all over the country. It’s the
ideal way to spread the virus.
My only sensible interpreta-
tion is that is what you would
advise 1f you were aiming for
herd immunity.”

The news from the govern-
ment was becoming increas-
ingly gloomy that Monday,
March 9. After chairing anoth-
er Cobra meeting, Johnson
had been forced to announce
that efforts to contain the virus
were unlikely to succeed on
their own. He saild measures
would have to be introduced to
delay the spread and he would
follow the scientific advice and
act when the time was judged
to be right.

Whitty told journalists that
the first of those measures —
asking anyone with respiratory
symptoms or a fever to self-
isolate — would be the next
step, but not for another 10 to
14 days. The delays and the
tolerance of mass gatherings in
a way fitted with the same pol-
icy. There was a view within
the team advising the govern-
ment that once contact tracing
had failed to contain the out-

break then a burgeoning num-
ber of cases was inevitable —
even desirable.

The plan — which the mod-
ellers had already estimated
would cause more than
200,000 deaths — was to al-
low the virus to infect large
parts of the population, while
shielding the old and the vul-
nerable, and bringing in mea-
sures to slow down the rate of
infection when it looked as if
the numbers of cases might
overwhelm the NHS.

The thinking behind this ap-
proach was that any attempt to
shut down the virus complete-
ly would have repercussions
later, with a likely second out-
break that might cause an even
greater death toll in the au-
tumn and winter, as insuffi-
cient numbers of people would
have acquired immunity to the
virus. This was the implicit
herd immunity aspect of the
policy that became so contro-
versial when it became explicit
as the second week of March
wore on.

Vallance told the Monday
press conference: “What you
can’t do i1s suppress this thing

ANYONE WHO HAS
BEEN T0 ARACE
MEETING KNOWS
YOU WILL BE CLOSE
TOALOTOF PEOPLE

completely and what you
shouldnt do 1s suppress this
thing completely because all
that happens is that this thing
pops up later in the year when
the NHS is in a more vulnera-
ble stage in the winter.”

A source who was advising
Downing Street at the time
said that herd immunity was
central to the government’s
plans in late February and ear-
ly March. “There was always
this message coming straight
down of, ‘We've all got to get
it,”” the source said. “And I re-
member having a conversation
about how, ‘I don’t like this
and this chicken-pox party
thing.” In February and March
it was like, we've all got to get
it at some point and that was
just a sort of mantra.”

But patience was running
out with the government’s de-
lays and inaction. On Wednes-
day, March 11, Anthony Costel-
lo, professor of global health at
University College London and
a former World Health Organi-
sation director, tweeted what
many experts were thinking.

“We're simply not doing
enough now. We shd [sic] ban
mass gatherings, close parlia-
ments, alert all health workers
about protective equipment
and hygiene, close schools/col-
leges, promote home working
wherever possible, and protect
workers in the gig economy.
Every day of delay will kill.”

On Thursday, March 12,
there was a deepened gravity
in the prime minister’s voice
when, standing in front of two
Union Jack flags, he told the
nation: “This is the worst pub-
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lic health crisis for a genera-
tion . . . I must level with you,
level with the British public —
more families, many more
families are going to lose loved
ones before their time.”

Only nine days earlier he had
described the virus as a “mod-
erate 1illness”. But by that
Thursday the number of cases
had jumped from 51 on March
3 to 596 and there had been 10
deaths. The contain strategy
had not worked and contact
tracing was abandoned — as
the failure to increase testing
capacity during  previous
weeks made it impossible.

By then it would have been
futile anyway because the Im-
perial and Oxford back-mod-
elling estimates predict by that
day 130,000 people had
caught the virus. This suggests
that the contact testing pro-
sramme had picked up only
0.5% of the infections when it
was finally discarded.

The government had clearly
misread the speed of the
virus’s acceleration. So the
first of the mitigation mea-
sures was finally brought in
that day when people were told
to self-isolate at home if they
had symptoms. Just three days
before, Whitty had said this
measure would be introduced
in 10 to 14 days.

Two other measures would
also be brought in — the ban-
ning of mass gatherings and
isolation of whole households
if one person had symptoms —
but again the government
stressed these would be de-
layed to the “right time” in the
future.

Vallance and Whitty ex-
plained the staged timing by
saying people might tire of
such social distancing if it was
brought in too early and lasted
a long time. “If people go too
early they become very fa-
tigued. This is going to be a
long haul. It is very important
we don’t start things in ad-
vance of need,” Whitty said.

The newspapers the next
morning, Friday the 13th, were
withering. “Johnson’s re-
sponse has not been to lock
down entire cities or even the
whole country as China, South
Korea and Italy have done. He
has not ordered the closure of
schools, as Ireland and Den-
mark did yesterday. Nor has
he ordered the cancellation of
large public events, as France
and even Scotland has done,”
complained The Times leader.

That morning Vallance went
on Radio 4’s Today pro-
sramme and dug an even
deeper hole for colleagues by
mentioning the phrase spin
doctors did not want the public
to hear. The government’s aim,
he said, was to suppress the
virus but not completely and
“to build up some degree of
herd immunity” while protect-
ing the vulnerable. Later, on
Sky News, he said that herd
immunity would require 60%
of the population to contract
the virus.

That would be 40 million
people — of whom 1% were
likely to die, based on events in
China and Italy. It was quite a
gamble as it had not yet even
been established whether peo-
ple would develop long-run-

ning antibody resistance after
contracting the virus.

THE SOLUTION

The days were ticking by
quickly. Despite repeated as-
sertions that the government
was following scientific advice,
there was increasing concern
among its two university mod-
elling teams that their warn-
ings — that the death toll
would still be horrendous even
if the mitigation measures
were introduced — were going
unheeded.

They took matters into their
own hands and, without being
commissioned to do so, began
crunching the numbers on a
lockdown. The first results
were contained in a LSHTM
study — co-authored by John
Edmunds and his colleague
Nicholas Davies. This was
communicated to the govern-
ment’s advisory modelling
committee on Wednesday,
March 11, according to Davies.
Modellers at Edinburgh Uni-
versity, led by Professor Mark
Woolhouse, confirmed the
findings.

The report advised that the
death rate could be drastically
cut with more severe measures
to suppress the virus. It pre-
dicted that intermittent peri-
ods of intensive lockdown-type
measures would prevent the
NHS from being overwhelmed.

Ferguson and his team at
Imperial drew similar conclu-
sions that week In an equally
devastating report. The early
results of that work were dis-
cussed by Sage that week and
provided to the government
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that weekend. A draft was also
sent to the White House as it
predicted up to 1.2 million
deaths in America under a mit-
igation strategy.

The team estimated that the
number of UK deaths could be
cut to about 30,000 with a se-
ries of lockdowns over a two-
year period, whereas the gov-
ernment’s preferred mitigation
measures could allow hun-
dreds of thousands of deaths.
The two reports were the be-
ginning of the end for the gov-
ernment’s strategy.

WORLD CLOSES DOWN

The world was closing down by
Saturday, March 14. France
said it was shutting non-essen-
tial public locations, Spain
went into lockdown that
evening, America had an-
nounced a ban on flights from
the UK and the Italians were
holding impromptu concerts
from balconies. They had been
confined to their homes since
Tuesday.

In the UK many people had
given up waiting for the gov-
ernment to take action and
were taking matters into their
own hands. Firms were en-
couraging employees to work
from home, and suddenly that
Saturday’s sporting fixture list
was looking threadbare as the
leagues cancelled games of
their own volition despite the
huge losses in revenues.

The government’'s strategy
was in shreds: ripped apart by
its own modelling scientists
and looking creepily Darwin-
1an after the unfortunate intro-
duction of the words “herd im-
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munity”. More than 200 scien-
tists and academics signed a
letter condemning the delay
policy and saying thousands of
lives could be saved by intro-
ducing stricter social distanc-
ing measures immediately.

These were the problems
confronting Johnson when he
summoned a meeting of his
inner team at 9.15am that Sat-
urday. By then it is understood
his most influential adviser
Cummings had gone through a
“Domoscene conversion” to
being a strong advocate of the
kind of strategy that would
lead to lockdown.

A source who attended Co-
bra meetings at the time said:
“The libertarian in Boris didn’t
want lockdown.” However,
Johnson is said to have been
won over at the meeting be-
cause of the seriousness of the
threat, and a decision was
made in principle to lock down
Britain. He told those around
him “we need to be taking all
measures necessary .

But the key issues of how
and when to introduce a lock-
down would not be resolved
for another nine days. A senior
Tory source said Johnson “bot-
tled” lockdown during the fol-
lowing week because of con-
cerns about the economy.

The failure to seize the ini-
tiative and go into lockdown at
that point was a decision that
cost many lives. After deliber-
ating over the weekend, the
government waited until the
evening of Monday March 16
to introduce a package of advi-
sory measures. People were
told to work from home if pos-

sible, avoid pubs and restau-
rants and self-isolate at home
if someone in their household
was 1ll.

Even scientists on the gov-
ernment’s own advisory com-
mittees were alarmed by the
delays in introducing more
stringent measures. Professor
Peter Openshaw, a member of
the government’s Nervtag
(new and emerging respiratory
virus threats advisory group)
committee, said: “Many of us
on the scientific advisory com-
mittees were quite keen that
action should be taken a cou-
ple of weeks before action ac-
tually was taken.

“I think that critical period
of delay made the big differ-
ence to the peak numbers,
both of hospitalisations and of
deaths. I think everyone would
accept now in retrospect that if
we’d gone for lockdown a cou-
ple of weeks earlier that would
have greatly reduced the num-
bers of hospitalisations and
deaths.”

Every day was vital: the UK
already had an estimated
320,000 infections on March
16, according to the Imperial
and Oxford back-dated mod-
elling, and it would double
again almost every three days
despite the advisory measures
which were introduced.

FINAL DAYS TO LOCKDOWN

The final week before lock-
down was played out in slow
motion. There had been a fun-
damental pivot in government
policy towards more draconian
actions but the prime minister
i1s said to have still been un-
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comfortable with the idea of a
full legally enforced shutdown
which many of his advisers
now saw as an unfortunate
necessity.

It was to be a week of more
delays and more drip-feed
measures. The big announce-
ment on Wednesday was that
schools would be closed indefi-
nitely but that would not take
effect until Friday afternoon.

The measures to close cafés,
pubs, bars, clubs, restaurants,
gyms, leisure centres, night-
clubs, theatres and cinemas
would not take effect until
midnight that evening. Isola-
tion to protect the 1.5 million
people identified as extremely
vulnerable as a result of exist-
ing conditions would not be
announced until Sunday,
March 22.

While many people were al-
ready working from home and
starting to stand their distance
from others in social situa-
tions, there were reports that
many commuter buses and
trains were still packed in cen-
tral London, which had more
than a third of known cases.
Google data tracking people’s
movements suggests the use of
public transport was down by
only a third across the UK by
Wednesday, March 18. It was
clear not everyone was follow-
ing the government’s advice.

Having backed the govern-
ment’s earlier strategy, Cum-
mings was said to now be con-
vinced it would not work and
was advocating a lockdown,
starting with restricting traffic
in and out of London. Military
chiefs are said to have been
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put on notice that their troops
might be needed to enforce a
lockdown in the capital start-
ing at midnight on Saturday.

A government insider said
the prime minister looked
“haunted” as he wrestled with
the big decision of what to do
next. His attempts at jollity
had backfired at the beginning
of the week when he described
the effort to equip the NHS
with more ventilators to meet
the coming blizzard of respira-
tory illnesses as “operation last

gasp’.
The gearing up of the NHS
had one particularly 1ill-

thought-out and reckless con-
sequence. On Thursday, March
19, the health department an-
nounced 15,000 people should
be discharged from hospitals
into the community and care
homes to free beds for coron-
avirus patients. This was with-
out a mandatory requirement
that they be tested for the
virus.

On Friday, March 20, Dr
Jenny Harries, deputy -chief
medical officer for England,
reassured the country that
there was a “perfectly adequate
supply of PPE [personal pro-
tective equipment] for care
workers and any supply pres-
sures have been “completely
resolved”. The lack of PPE and
the failure to protect the elder-
ly in care homes would shortly
become the next national scan-
dal to haunt the government
and expose its lack of planning
since January.

At the Downing Street press
conference, Harries advised
people to stay two metres

apart during walks while
standing at a lectern less than
a metre from the prime
minister.

By that day, the number of
infections had doubled during
the midweek to an estimated
790,000, according to the Im-
perial and Oxford data. De-
spite the growing dangers,
many people popped out for a
last drink before the pubs shut
overnight. The clement spring
weather that weekend brought
thousands of people out into
open spaces in the new world
where they could no longer
congregate 1n sports clubs,
pubs or restaurants.

Johnson skipped the daily
press briefing on Saturday,
March 21 and took a break
with his fiancée Carrie
Symonds in the prime minis-
ter’s home at Chequers. He re-
turned the next day to host a
press conference, where he
made the same mistake as
Harries, standing a metre
away from colleagues while
imploring the nation to stay
two metres apart.

In Downing Street there was
a growing realisation Britain
was on a trajectory to be “Italy,
at least” in terms of cases and
fatalities, according to a source
advising the top team. The fi-
nal straws were the crowds out
in the fresh air on Mothering
Sunday and the still consider-
able commuter traffic on Mon-
day, with half of workers still
travelling to their offices.
Johnson was forced to an-
nounce the lockdown that
evening.

When the new measures
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came In on the evening of
Monday, March 23, the infec-
tions had almost doubled
again since the previous Friday
and there were an estimated
1.5 million across the UK, ac-
cording to Imperial and Ox-
ford’s new data. Close to 1.2
million of those infections had
happened since Johnson re-
sisted calls to lock down on
March 16.

An analysis of the data
shows the lockdown swiftly re-
duced the spread of the virus
but was introduced so late that
Britain had a higher number of
infections than every other
main European country at the
time they took the same emer-
gency measures. For example,
Italy had an estimated 1.2 mil-
lion at its lockdown on March
10, and Germany, which

locked down a day earlier than
the UK on March 22, is esti-
mated to have had just
270,000 infections.

There had been too much
delay. The sheer number of
people who had been allowed
to become infected meant the
country was riddled with the
virus and the only defence was
the workers of the NHS who
had been left critically short of
testing and protective
equipment.

To date, 36,675 people In
Britain have been confirmed as
having died from the virus, in-
cluding more than 300 NHS
staff and care workers. Within
four days of lockdown the in-
fection had found its way to
the top of government when
the prime minister himself
tested positive.

Last night a government
spokesman said: “Our strategy
has been designed at all times
to protect our NHS and save
lives. Our response has en-
sured that the NHS can pro-
vide the best care possible for
people who become 1ill, en-
abled hospitals to maintain es-
sential services and ensured
continuing support for people
ill in the community.

“It has been vital through
this global pandemic to make
interventions which the public
can feasibly adopt in sufficient
numbers over long periods.
The government has been very
clear that herd immunity has
never been our policy or goal.”

Opening image: Peter
Macdiarmid/LNP 8
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Coronavirus timeline: how the

virus spread in the UK

The Sunday Times

March 2

Boris Johnson says the UK is
“very, very well prepared” after
chairing his first Cobra
meeting on the coronavirus

March 3

Top scientific modellers warn
the government that up to
250,000 people may die
without drastic action to stop
the virus spreading

March 4

Officials announce the biggest
one-day leap in confirmed
Covid-19 cases to 87

March 5

Johnson appears on I'TV’s This
Morning, ignoring scientific
advice by shaking hands with
Phillip Schofield. First UK
death announced

March 6

Nadine Dorries, the health
minister, goes into self-
isolation after being struck
with Covid-19 symptoms

March 7

Ireland cancels its Six Nations
rugby match with Italy in
Dublin, but Johnson attends
the England v Wales match at
Twickenham

March 8
France bans gatherings of

Boris Johnson and fiancée Carrie
Symonds at the England v Wales
match at Twickenham on March 7

FACUNDO ARRIZABALAGA

more than 1,000 people.
However, French rugby fans
travel to Edinburgh to watch
their team play Scotland

March 9

Ireland bans St Patrick’s Day
parades. Sir Patrick Vallance,
the UK’s chief scientific
adviser, claims mass
gatherings “actually don't
make much difference” to the
spread of the disease

March 10

60,000 punters attend the
opening day of the four-day
Cheltenham horse-racing
festival. Italy, meanwhile, goes
into lockdown

March 11

3,000 football fans from Spain
— where matches are being
played behind closed doors —
travel to Anfield to watch
Liverpool v Atlético Madrid in
the Champions League

March 12

With 10 UK deaths so far,
Johnson admits this is “the
worst public health crisis for a
generation . . . many more
families are going to lose loved
ones before their time”

March 13

Vallance tells broadcasters
that the government’s strategy
had in part been to “build up
some degree of herd
immunity”



i r_&::_

THE SUNDAY TIMES

March 14

France and Spain announce
draconian restrictions on
public movements. Johnson'’s
team also begins to consider
tougher measures

March 15

Ireland orders all pubs, bars
and hotels to close. In Cardift,
the Stereophonics play to a
packed arena for the second
night in a row

March 16

The prime minister advises
Britons to work from home if
possible, avoid restaurants and
bars, and to self-isolate if
someone in their home is ill

March 17
Vallance tells MPs that if
deaths can be limited to
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20,000 or under it would be “a
good outcome”

March 18

The government announces
the indefinite closure of all
schools in two days’ time

March 19

Hospitals are told to discharge
patients to care homes and
into the community to free up
NHS beds. No mandatory
virus testing is required

March 20

All pubs, restaurants, cinemas
and gyms are ordered to shut
by midnight

March 21

Johnson visits his Chequers
retreat with partner Carrie
Symonds as the estimated
number of infections edges to
one million

March 22

1.5 million of the country’s
most vulnerable people are
told to self-isolate for at least
three months to protect
themselves

March 23
Johnson finally goes on air to

announce a full UK
lockdown ™



	01
	IMG_1719
	IMG_1720
	IMG_1721
	IMG_1722
	IMG_1723
	IMG_1724
	IMG_1725
	IMG_1726
	IMG_1727
	IMG_1728
	IMG_1729
	IMG_1730
	IMG_1731
	IMG_1732
	IMG_1733

