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AM: Boris Johnson says we’ll know in the next two weeks if the 

Indian variant will have an impact on the June 21st deadline when 

all legal restrictions on social contact are meant to end. While the 

Prime Minister’s been upbeat, SAGE has painted a somewhat 

gloomier picture of what might be to come. 

Now Professor John Edmunds, from the London School of Hygiene 

and Tropical Medicine sits on SAGE and I spoke to him and asked 

him where is this new variant now spreading? 

JE: Well at the moment it’s quite hard to say. So we’ve seen an 

increase in cases but reported as you can see, there’s been quite a 

rapid increase in cases but many of those are associated still with 

the travel, particularly with India. That should tail off now, the 

effect of the red listing of India. So you have to really tease out 

which ones are associated  with travel and which ones are not. 

And if you try and do that and it takes a bit of time, it takes a bit 

of kind of old fashioned shoe leather epidemiology trying to find 

out whether a case is travel associated or not, and if do that then 

you can see that there’s three or four parts of the country where 

there does seem to be community transmission. Although there’s 

cases in many other parts of the country there’s three or four 

where it looks like there’s been significant community 

transmission. It’s become seeded quite widely across the UK and 

it’s spreading quite – It’s likely to become dominant soon. 

 

AM: Professor Edmunds, it’s a really simple, if difficult question. 

How alarmed should people be, given that we’ve got the vaccines, 

we’ve got that protection? 

JE: Well I think that those people who’ve had a dose of the 

vaccine should make sure they get a second dose to ensure that 
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they are fully protected. The vaccines almost certainly do work 

well against severe disease, so it’s very unlikely or unlikely that 

someone infected with this Indian variant are likely to get severe 

disease but they may still get some mild disease. That is certainly 

possible and some people will get severe disease. No vaccines are 

ever a hundred percent protection. The big issue that we have is 

this is  mostly based on kind of looking at protection against other 

variants and so on. We don’t have any – or we don’t have very 

much good data against this particular variant and that will take 

time to accumulate of course. 

 

AM: Sure. And the SAGE meeting that you were at said that it was 

possible that this variant could be as much as 50% more 

transmissible than the Kent variant and that got lots and lots of 

headlines, lots of coverage. My question is, is that likely or is that 

a worst case scenario? In other words how much more 

transmissible do you think it’s going to be? 

JE: I think the evidence is stacking up that it is more transmissible 

than the Kent variant. It is very hard to tell  how much more. 

What has happened is, as I tried to explain before, you have to 

tease out those infections that have been imported into the UK 

and so are just reflecting trends in other places, particularly India 

and those that have been spreading here in the UK. And if we look 

at that then we can see that, as I say, there’s some places that it 

does seem to be taking off, but those places tend to be those 

places that have higher rates of infection in the past, as we’ve 

seen in the summer and the autumn.  And so for whatever 

structural reasons –  

AM: You’re talking about Bolton, Manchester? 

JE: Places like Bolton yes. You know overcrowded conditions in 

some households and so on and so forth, they tend to  have 

higher rates of transmission.  

 

AM: And this news come right on the eve of a major unlocking and 

removal of some restrictions. Andrew Hayward, who’s also a 



3 
ANDREW MARR SHOW, 16TH MAY, 2021 – PROF JOHN EDMUNDS  

government advisor is quoted all over the front page of the 

Observer this morning saying that Boris Johnson must now rethink 

tomorrow morning’s change in the restrictions. What’s your view 

of that? 

JE: I think we have to monitor this very carefully. I think we have 

to – you know I don’t think we should rule anything out, so if 

things look like they’re getting worse rapidly then I do think that 

action needs to be taken.  It’s very early days in this. We’re 

looking at the really beginnings of spread of this virus in the UK 

and so I think that we are still quite uncertain about many many 

things, including the effectiveness of the vaccines. So I think it’s 

very early days. I think it’s a very difficult decision. There are sort 

of two ways you can do. Try and stamp on it locally or try to 

improve vaccine coverage across the UK as best as possible and 

let’s see how it goes.  

 

AM: Do you think we’re still looking at a complete end of 

restrictions on June 21st? 

JE: I think we’ll know much more about that in the next few 

weeks, as we see how this variant spreads and the impact that it’s 

going to have. I think at the moment it’s a bit too early to say. 

 

AM: And do you think all of this could have been avoided if we 

had closed the border to Indian more quickly and sharply at the 

time? 

JE: I don’t think it would have been avoided. We could have 

delayed things a little bit. 

 

AM: So it’s a very strange morning, Professor. People are looking 

at some quite scary headlines across the papers and on bulletins 

and stuff and they’re wondering really how worried should I be 

today.  

JE: I think we should be concerned but not panicking. We’re in a 

much, much better place now than we were when the Kent 

variant first hit us back in November, December.  Then we had 
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hospitals already full from the autumn wave and the Kent variant 

started spreading, and of course we weren’t vaccinated. Now the 

hospitals are empty, thankfully, or virtually empty of  Covid 

patients and you know, two thirds of the population or the adult 

population have been vaccinated. So we’re in a much better 

position now to cope with this new threat, and it is a new threat, 

but we’re not in the same positions we were back in December. 

 

AM: John Edmunds, I can feel myself exhaling pleasantly. Thank 

you very much. 

 

ENDS  


