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AM: Well listening to that is Professor Peter Openshaw. Professor 

of Experimental Medicine at Imperial College London. He advises 

the British government as a member of  Nervtag.  

Professor Openshaw, thanks very much. You were listening to Dr 

Ranjan there saying that vaccines are the absolute frontline for 

India at the moment in this ghastly situation they’re in. Given 

what’s happening in India, and other parts of the world, do you 

think it’s right that we carry on vaccinating young people who are 

frankly at very little risk of hospitalisation, rather than send those 

vaccines to India? 

PO: Andrew, there’s a lot in that question. I think the first thing to 

say is that vaccines are but one of the tools in our toolbox against 

this p[andemic and that it’s absolutely vital that we don’t think 

that there’s just one thing which is going to save us all.   We really 

do know that lockdown works and that public events, mass events 

will feed the spread of the virus and that we mustn’t take our 

concentration off that and think that just by vaccinating we’re 

going to be out of this situation. With regard to the vaccine equity 

we in this  country ordered at least twice as much vaccine as we 

could possibly use. That doesn’t mean to say we’ve actually got in 

the storehouses ready to go out, but certainly we could be 

donating something over 120 million doses. But probably best 

through the WHO Covax system which ensures equitable 

distribution. You know our well established ways of doing this and 

rather than doing a sort of public demonstration of generation of 

generosity to a particular country, it really should be through the 

WHO, through its well organised system. 
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AM: I’m really interested in what is clearly a very, very difficult 

public policy issue, because if we are going to release vaccines 

now when they’re needed for India and other countries, but 

particularly India, then we would have to slow down or pause our 

vaccination programme here. And that is the real choice and that’s 

a very difficult thing which I’m very interested in your views on. 

Professor  Andrew Pollard, who runs the Oxford Vaccine Group 

says that: “If we continue to focus on vaccinating younger and  

younger age groups in the high income countries where there are 

many thousands of people dying who are not getting the vaccine I 

don’t think that’s a situation that’s acceptable.” 

PO: Well I would absolutely agree with Andrew Pollard.  There has 

to be equitable distribution of vaccines and you know, wealthy 

countries have actually pre-purchased a lot of vaccine which has 

ranked up the amount of vaccine which is available globally and 

which should be of global benefit. And as the WHO and many 

others have said many times, we’re not safe until everyone is safe. 

So global equitable distribution is absolutely vital and I think 

everyone acknowledges that. It’s a matter of balancing what we 

have available to our own population and what we can distribute 

equitably around the world through these well organised systems 

that are in place.  

 

AM: India is the world’s largest producer of vaccine and we get a 

lot of vaccines from India and we’re waiting for another 5 million 

doses at the moment. At the very least do  you think we  should  

say we’re not going to take the vaccines away from India while 

this situation is so serious there? 

PO: That would seem a very reasonable arrangement to come to 

but it has to be negotiated properly with the people who are 

keeping an eye on the vaccine supplies.   We mustn’t forget just 

how amazing it is that we’re in the situation of having a whole set 

of vaccines to choose  from, many of which are very, very strongly 

protective not only against disease but also against transmission. 
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AM: Do you think that we should be looking at vaccinating 

children, as is being suggested in the papers today? 

PO: Well that’s a very interesting one and I think with some of the 

more transmissible variants it does seem that children may be 

playing a bit more of a role in spreading the virus and they may 

do so innocently without knowing that they are infected, so there 

is an argument for spreading vaccines into younger age groups in 

part to try and reduce transmission when schools go back in the 

autumn particularly. 

 

AM: Professor, you sound not nervous but properly cautious. Are 

we still on court to open up on the 21st of June as ministers say? 

PO: I think we are on course at the moment, but we have to just 

keep an eye on what’s going on in terms of case numbers and in 

terms of the new variants that will be arising internally but also 

coming into the country.  It’s inevitable that those variants will be 

on our shores or expanding in some areas. We just need to be 

very cautious and we need to use this time to prepare particularly 

for what may happen in the autumn when we go back to school 

and where there may be more transmission. So this is the time to 

prepare. 

 

AM: My viewers may be wondering, are we going to be able to 

start to go on holiday in two weeks time? What does the Professor 

say about that? 

PO: Yes, within limits.  It is so important that we do not drop our 

guard completely. We know that it’s perfectly likely that there will 

be further outbreaks unless we use this time to be very cautious 

and to behave sensibly.   

 

AM: Is it secure enough, is it safe enough to replace self isolation, 

the ten day self isolation with lateral flow tests do you think? 

PO: Well this is a very contentious point.  There are people who 

think that lateral flow tests are going to be extremely useful and 

there are those who think that the accuracy, the sensitivity and 
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specificity of these tests are so low that there’s going to be an 

awful lot of force positives.  I’m sure lateral flow tests do have a 

place and if you rest repeatedly I think you will find people who 

are going to be the most prone to spreading disease. So these are 

important studies to go, important experiments to do in order to 

work out exactly what the role of  lateral flow tests is. 

 

AM: So it sounds like it might be a bit too early do that. Professor, 

we’ve been speaking now together for more than a year about 

this. If I said is it time to declare victory inside Britain over 

Coronavirus would  you say no, no, hold on Andrew, it’s too early? 

PO: I would absolutely say it’s too early to declare victory and to 

drop our guard. We do know that this infection has a tendency to 

come back again and we need to use this time to be absolutely 

sure that we’ve got every precaution in place to stop further 

outbreaks. 

 

ENDS  


