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AM: By removing all legal restrictions on July 19th the 

government’s returning responsibility for our health to all of us. 

But, with long Covid, different levels of vaccination and a 

bewildering amount of data out there it’s not a simple task to work 

out how at risk you are. So to get some help in interpreting that 

I’ve been speaking to a man who knows more about calculated 

risk than anybody else, Professor Sir David Spiegelhalter of 

Cambridge University. I asked him, if you are double vaccinated 

how safe are you right now. 

DS: Well, you know from your own experience that you’re not 

completely safe, but probably at least 20 times safer than if you 

were not vaccinated. I’m 67, vaxxed to the eyeballs but actually 

an unvaxxed 30 year old still has lower risk of dying from Covid 

than I have.  And that’s reflected in the current statistics. Very few 

people are dying but those that are are predominately older 

people who have been vaccinated. There’s far more vaxxed over 

50s dying than unvaxxed under 50s. So, but what it does mean is 

that if you’re  - in this current waved if you’re unvaxxed and older 

you’re at very high risk and that means that some communities 

are going to be hard hit.  

 

AM: I suppose the flip side of that is that we know the Delta 

variant is roaring around, particularly amongst younger people. If 

you’re younger maybe you’ve had one vaccine, maybe you haven’t 

had any vaccines and you look at your own risk of becoming 

seriously ill or even dying, you think that’s very, very low. How 

worried should you be about long Covid? 

DS: Yes, there’s a lot of uncertainty about long Covid, but it is a 

reasonable concern. The Office for National Statistics recently 
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estimated about one in six 25 year olds were reporting symptoms 

three months after they got infected.   I mean I don’t like telling 

anyone what to do, but I should say for young people vaccines not 

only reduce the chance of getting the virus but they also seem to 

reduce the chance of getting long Covid if you do get the virus. 

And also of course, you help everyone else around you. 

 

AM: So it’s not a particularly sensible assessment of personal risk 

for a young person to say, ‘d’you know what, on balance I’m not 

going to get the jab.’ 

DS: Well if you are just thinking of the chance of dying then that is 

actually very low, whether you’re vaccinated or not. But there are 

these other concerns as I mentioned. Long covid, which is fairly 

common and it’s for the benefit of the community. If we’re talking 

about vaccinating children for example that really is as much for 

everybody else as them, but it would provide better immunity and 

avoid the risks of long Covid. 

 

AM: Looking at the graphs in previous waves of the disease we 

read the new Health Secretary has predicted up to a hundred 

thousand new infections at day at the peak. Is that the  kind of 

number that you’re thinking about and would that be the peak? 

DS: Well I mean I’m not building the models and the government 

will be looking at masses of models that are being produced, but 

frankly, unless tomorrow an immediate lockdown is announced, 

which I think is pretty unlikely, there’s bound to be a big wave of 

cases coming up. Absolutely inevitable. It was predictable right 

from the start of the roadmap announcement back in February. Of 

course it’s been made worse by the Delta variant. And I would 

guess that a hundred thousand a day is quite possible and 

relaxing everything at once on July 19th will only make that more 

likely. But these will be mainly young cases. The average case is 

now 25 and there’s about a quarter as many over 65s getting 

infected as there were when we were last at this level which was 

around about mid December.  
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AM: So that leads, of course, to the next question which is about 

hospitalisations. I think there’s around 460 a day which is quite a 

lot higher than the government originally expected. So if we get to 

a hundred thousand cases a day what are we talking about in 

terms of hospitalisations and the NHS? 

DS: Yes, it’s interesting, because the hospitalisation rate as a 

proportion of cases say a week before  has dropped a lot. It used 

to be in the second wave about one in ten. Now it’s about one in 

40 because the cases are so much younger. But that would mean 

that a hundred thousand cases if we got there would be maybe 

two and  half thousand admissions a day. That’s very high. It’s 

considerably lower than the peak in the second wave and as I said 

they would be younger, less severe, the shorter stays, so the 

actual numbers in hospital would still be well below the second 

wave peak even if we did hit that hundred thousand a day.  But of 

course it’s very disruptive having Covid cases and there would of 

course be a lot of bad outcomes.   But I guess the judgement is 

that it’s better we do it now than in the winter. 

 

AM: Sure and it is a very difficult judgement. But we’re hearing 

quite a lot of concern from inside the NHS about those kind of 

numbers and whether it’s possible to for instance start to clear the 

backlog of cases, start to steal with the cancer and all the rest of it 

and deal with two and a  half thousand cases of Covid coming in 

every day. 

DS: I think that will be a real challenge for the NHS and actually 

made worse  hugely by the fact that over the summer – and again 

I think it’s inevitable that millions of people will be told to self 

isolate, either being pinged by the app or through NHS Test and 

Trace.  And there’s already just been an announcement that 

vaxxed NHS staff may not have to do that because otherwise it’s 

not just the NHS but everything we’re doing is going to be 

massively disruptive because of the self isolation rules. And 

actually few people told to self isolate actually have an infection 
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and especially if they’re vaxxed and so I do think it makes sense 

to get this in proportion to actually what are the benefits of this 

massive disruption.  

 

AM: But what we also know from the Sunday Times poll and from 

a lot of anecdotal evidence is that many people are simply deleting 

or disabling the app to avoid being pinged and keep their 

businesses or their work going.  

DS: Yes. I’m not going to comment on whether or not I think 

that’s a good or bad thing to do. I would just say that  we’ve just 

– you can do some calculations that show if you’re vaxxed and 

you’re pinged by the app very  low percentage you’ve actually got 

the virus. 

 

AM: That’s very interesting. Now let me turn to another really 

important issue which is that you are one of the country’s leading 

statisticians. So what is the chance of football coming home 

tonight? 

DS: Oh, goodness me. I don’t know anything about football but I 

can just go onto the betting sites and it looks slightly in England’s 

favour but really roughly 50-50 is about the odds at the moment.  

You know it’s like flipping a coin but I hope the match is going to 

be a bit more exciting than doing that.  

 

ENDS  


