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NM: Dr Susan Hopkins is a SAGE scientist and  the Chief Covid 19 

advisor for Public Health England. 

SH: So we are definitely seeing some signals in some areas 

slowing down. Bolton, for example has definitely reversed. 

Blackburn and Darwin has stabilised. But there are other parts of 

the country, particularly in some parts of the North East, some 

parts of London, that are still rising quite fast. So I think this is not 

all doing the same thing all over the country and we’re seeing 

rises and falls as people really go out and get tested, and I think 

we are seeing the impact of vaccination. That is good news. And 

the extra time to vaccinate more people, get two doses of 

vaccination in as many people as possible will hopefully mean that 

what we’re seeing in this wave won’t look the same as the 

previous waves that we’ve seen in this country. 

 

NM: England was meant to open up entirely tomorrow. The Prime 

Minister decided to postpone that a few weeks. What level of 

double vaccination do we need to see to feel comfortable opening 

up on July 19th, the new so called terminus date? 

SH: We don’t know what level and probably won’t know what level 

until we look backwards, but  I think what I would like to see is 

that everyone over the age of 14 has had the opportunity to get 

double vaccinated and as many people over the age of 30 have 

the opportunity to get two doses of vaccination as well. We know 

that two doses of vaccination really protects against hospital 

admission. About 94% overall; 92% for AstraZeneca and 96% for 

Pfizer as the point estimates though there is some uncertainty 
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around that yet.   But overall I think as many people as possible 

getting two doses of vaccination, that would be really good. 

 

NM: You’re hesitating to give a figure and I understand that often 

you don’t know things until you look back at the data. Sir John 

Bell, Professor Sir John Bell has talked of 70% of adults having 

two get two jabs. Is that about the right figure? 

SH: So I think that would be a good figure to have aim or. We’re a 

little bit away from that yet but we should be able to hit the 70% 

figure having two doses before the 19th of July. 

NM: And if we didn’t what would the consequence be? 

SH: I think that we will look at the data that we’re seeing and I 

think we will know a lot more based on the number of hospital 

admissions. I think if hospital admissions keep going in the way 

they are but discharges keep going at pace as well so that the 

number of people in hospital – That means that the NHS will be 

able to continue to deliver their other elective care and then  

many of the sort of backlog of operations. I also think that we just 

have to give this time because it will take time for everyone to get 

two doses of vaccination. So  I think really it’s going to look at the 

data. We’re going to see how this responds. We’re learning more 

about this virus every day and really getting all of the adult 

population having a first dose will be a good step forward. 

 

NM: Now you, I think, had your second jab this week, didn’t you? 

SH: I did. 

NM: Lots of people who obviously, like you, just think phew! I’m 

going to be safer now, at least two weeks later after the jab at 

least.  But could you give people another incentive? Could you say 

to them look, you will not have to self isolate. If you come into 

contact with somebody who’s got Covid or is carrying Covid you 

won’t have to self isolate if you’ve had the double jab.  

SH: We would really like to be able to move to a situation where 

isolation and quarantine weren’t so burdensome on the 

population. We’ve got  a large study happening at the moment 
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that is looking at daily testing at lateral flows as an alternative to 

isolation. We’re aiming to recruit 40,000 people from the public to 

that study and we’re well on our way with almost 15,000 recruited 

to date. And so that will allow us to understand what that impact 

is if you did daily lateral flows and were allowed out each day 

versus staying at home for that ten day period.  That will give us a 

good measure. It will also allow us to understand what’s the 

difference in vaccinated people and if we see that vaccinated 

people have really low amounts of virus and are much less likely 

to transmit and we can detect those and prevent those 

transmissions through lateral flow tests, then we have an evidence 

base to drive government policy.  

 

NM: In other words there’s a significant chance that in the future, 

providing the data goes well, the double vaccinated will not have 

to self isolate. Is there also a significant chance that like other 

countries around Europe people can go on holiday, they can go on 

foreign holiday? 

SH: That  would be a government decision. We’ll be looking at 

other governments and looking at the evidence from other 

countries. We’ve talked a lot to countries like Israel, who are 

ahead of us in the vaccination campaign and they are now really 

looking at allowing people to come into their country who’ve had 

two vaccinations and not needing to isolate and they’re allowing 

their population to travel more.   We will need to be alert and we’ll 

need to consider how we can measure the response to these 

vaccines to new variants that come along, but you know we are 

moving steps forward and I think that in the time in the future – 

I’m not sure when – but a time in the future I can  imagine the 

situation where we will have alternatives to isolation for people 

who’ve had two doses of vaccine. 

 

NM: And we can imagine, can we, that foreign holidays this 

summer will be possible for some people to some places? 
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SH: So I think again that really depends on the routes and the 

risks and again that will be for governments to decide what they 

want to do. I think that we should be predominately deciding to 

holiday at home this summer while we get all of  our population 

vaccinated, but I think we are moving, step wise, closer to being 

able to renew our lives and move around to other countries and to 

change the way that we manage to live with this virus. 

 

NM: You say we’re one of the first countries to be dealing with this 

new what we used to call, Indian variant, the Delta variant. 

There’s a simple reason for that isn’t there? We left the borders to 

Indian open. We let that variant come here faster than it reached 

other countries. 

SH: I think we’ve also got a large amount of people who travel to 

and from Indian subcontinent compared to other countries. I think 

though that we managed to control many of the cases that came 

in through the amber route on isolation and quarantine and are 

now managing to move ourselves forward with vaccination to get 

over this Delta variant in our population. 

 

NM: But is Professor Barrett of the Wellcome Sanger Institution 

right, genome sequencing on this, he says; “Looking back it’s clear 

that a major part of why we’re now faced  with a growing wave of 

cases of the Delta variant is because there were hundreds of 

introductions from abroad during April.”  Put crudely, because we 

let people travel to and from India.  

SH: So I think that the amber routes, what we have learnt from 

those is that you have large numbers of people travelling from 

countries that have especially massively rising cases then there 

will be a component of those that will pass on and transmit  to the 

community.  

 

NM: Yes, you’re being diplomatic, but I think that’s a yes. 

SH: I think we recognise now that if you’ve got an epidemic in 

another country that will increase cases in this country. 
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NM: The Prime Minister’s talked about living with this virus. Paint 

us a picture what living with this virus means.  

SH: I think living with this virus is like living with respiratory 

viruses that we see every winter, so we see cases of influenza and 

other  respiratory viruses  circulate in our communities. We have 

ways of managing them in terms of preventing spread to the older 

population through vaccination of those that are most at risk and 

through managing using drugs to treat those individuals who get 

infected.  I expect that over the next six to nine months we will 

have new drugs coming onboard that we’re be able to treat 

people early to prevent hospital admissions and have more 

effective treatments as we’ve seen through the recovery trial of 

those in hospital to prevent severe consequence. 

 

NM: And does it mean that July 19th is, as Boris Johnson calls it, 

the terminus date? Or could it mean, no we’ve got to be prepared 

in the future. There may have to be national lockdowns, there 

may have to be regional lockdowns or even more local lockdowns? 

SH: We need to move to a situation that we live with this and I 

think that means that we wouldn’t normally put people into 

lockdown for severe cases of influenza. We may have to do further 

lockdowns this winter, I can’t predict the future. It really depends 

on whether the hospitals start to become overwhelmed at some 

point, but I think we will have alternative ways to manage this. 

Through vaccination, through antivirals, through drugs, through 

testing that we didn’t have last winter and all of those things allow 

us different approaches rather than restrictions on lives and 

restrictions on livelihoods that will move us forward into the next 

phase of learning to live with this as an endemic, as something 

that happens as part of the respiratory viruses. 

 

NM: So that’s the hope that people are going to have, that July 

19th marks in England at least the end of lockdowns. Can they 

even hope that it might become before July 19th? Is there still 
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enough to look at in the data that would allow you scientists to 

say to the Prime Minister, it’s your call, but maybe  we can go 

early?  

SH: So I think that that is a decision again for looking at the data. 

We’ve got a couple of weeks to go, at least another week before 

we would even make any recommendation. My strong opinion is 

the longer we just take our time and get through this period to get 

the maximum amount of people vaccinated is a positive thing for 

this summer and to get us through this winter. So I would strongly 

– my view would be to keep going, that we can live at this level 

and then that would mean hopefully once we come out of this 

level of restrictions, which are much easier to live with I think for 

many of us, then we will be able to get on and get back to normal 

and  to stay back to normal for a very long period.  

 

Ends  

 

 

 


