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AM: Millions of mink are being culled in Denmark after a mutated form 

of the coronavirus was found in farmed animals. It’s raised questions 

over the effectiveness of the vaccines we’ve been talking about this 

morning. I’ve been speaking to a world expert on virus mutation – 

Professor Wendy Barclay from imperial College in London who sits on 

the Government’s SAGE Committee. What impact on vaccines does she 

think these mutations will have? 

WB: These mutations that are in that Spike protein, which is the piece 

on the outside of the virus which is seen by our immune system, might 

affect the way antibodies see the virus. And crucially it is the Spike 

protein which is the antigen which is being included in the vaccine  - the 

vast majority of vaccines that are being developed around the world. So 

the worry would be that if these mutations that are arising naturally in 

people or in animals and then the virus coming back into people from 

animals. If they are affecting the way that antibodies can see the virus, 

maybe the vaccines which we’re generating now won’t work quite so 

well as we hoped them to on the viruses as the virus continues to 

evolve. 

 

AM: But there’s been suggestions that animals other than mink could 

also be involved in the virus mutating… 

 

WB: Well, we’d only expect to see significant evolution in animals which 

are farmed densely and the mink are really housed together very closely 

and that creates an environment where the virus can cross from one 

animal to the next and mutant viruses which do better in that animal are 

very rapidly selected.  The other animals which we know are susceptible 
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to acquiring SARS Covid-2 from humans are pets. There have been 

reports of cats and dogs. But those animals don’t really live in such close 

conditions with each other, so I think it’s less likely that we’ll see mutant 

viruses arriving in those and passing back into the human population 

than we would in a farmed animal. And most of the other farmed  

animals that have been looked at so far don’t appear to be missive for 

the virus. So this might turn out to be rather a one off situation.   

 

AM: Before everybody  clutches their heads and starts to groan, is it also 

the case that this is a kind of armaments race? The virus may change 

and then we get new vaccines. It doesn’t mean that vaccines won’t 

work? 

 

WB: No, it doesn’t mean vaccines won’t work at all and of course that 

armament race that you’ve just described, the type of way that we deal 

with this problem which is also a problem for vaccinating against 

influenza.  So what’s important here is if we think that this might be the 

case and we’re going to have to enter into this race then a vaccine 

platform which is very adaptable and fast responding could be the best 

of the different platforms that are being trialled out we might want to 

alter slightly that particular antigen, the particular Spike that we include 

in future vaccines. But it’s a bit premature to suggest at the that that’s 

going to be the case.  We really do need to understand whether or not 

these mutations are significantly going to affect the way that the 

antibodies can work. 

 

AM: And you’ve been doing research that suggests that immunity 

generally is declining quickest in older people. Again, would that mean 

that the vaccine might be less effective for the older people who in 

many ways need it most? 
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WB: We have this issue called immunosenescence where the immune 

system begins to fail as people get older. And that’s a problem for all 

vaccines. Again even the influenza vaccine doesn’t work as well in 

elderly as we’d like it to. But I think we have to cling to hope here and 

what we’re really hoping is that this new generation of vaccines which 

are coming forward for SARS Covid-2 are going to be really robust and 

good vaccines. And might work better even than the virus itself. So they 

might induce robust and long lasting immunity even in people whose 

immune system doesn’t work terribly well against the natural virus. 

 

AM: So let me try to sum up. We need to keep a very close eye on the 

virus as it mutates and that may mean that further generation of vaccine 

are required in the future and we have to get more data on how the 

vaccines affect older people. So it’s not necessarily the magic bullet that 

people were hoping for but at the same time there’s no need to 

despair? 

 

WB: I totally agree.  This week’s announcement of the efficacy of the 

first vaccine that’s really been trialled so far is so exciting, and I think 

there’s every hope to believe that this will begin to allow us to use 

vaccines to return to some level of normality, but we mustn’t take our 

eye off the ball.  The virus is an RNA virus and is highly likely to change 

and we need to keep a watchful eye out for that and be able to respond 

if necessarily.   

 

AM: Wendy Barclay, thanks very much indeed for talking to us. 

 

WB: Thank you. 
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Ends  


