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AM: Before we came on air this morning I spoke to Doctor Maria 

Van Kerkhove who is Covid Technical Lead for the World Health 

Organisation which has been in close contact with the UK about 

this new strain. I started by asking her, what do we know now? 

MK: What we understand is that it does have increased 

transmissibility in terms of its ability to spread and there are 

further studies that are underway to really understand how much 

faster this spreads and if it’s related  to the variant itself or a 

combination of factors with behaviour. Those studies are 

underway. We understand that the virus does not cause more 

severe disease, from the preliminary information that they’ve 

shared with us, although again those studies are underway to look 

at hospitalised patients with this variant, compared to other wild 

type viruses. And there are studies that are underway to look at 

the body’s ability to develop neutralising antibodies. So those 

studies are happening as we speak, as we talk today and we’re in 

contact with them regularly. They’re sharing information with us 

as the results become available and they’re sharing the results 

with the public. But is of concern that the virus is spreading in that 

it has so many mutations and so they’re taking necessary steps to 

really better understand it. We need to follow the science, we 

need to follow the evidence to really understand what this variant 

does and the implications, if any. 

 

AM: And when did  you first hear about the new variant? 

MK: So we are working with UK scientists as part of our Virus 

Evolution Working Group and they regularly speak with us every 

week. They alerted us to the identification of this 501Y mutations; 
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this is one of the mutations that has been identified in south east 

England over the last several weeks and we’ve been working 

directly with them to better understand its implications, looking at 

genetic analyses  and then as they are growing the virus to do 

more experimental studies they have been informing us of the 

results of those studies as they become available.  As you know 

Andrew, we’ve been following mutations across the world since 

the beginning of this pandemic. 

 

AM: So you first heard about this several weeks ago, is that right? 

MK: We first heard about it through the Virus Evolution Working 

Group. I can check on the exact date of when we were alerted to 

it, but the UK had picked this up in September and seen that this 

has been circulating in south east England since September, and 

then looking at the differences. But as you know, Andrew, there 

are mutations that are identified all the time. What is really 

important is that there’s a process in place to understand what 

these variants do and how they behave. 

 

AM: Let me ask about how widespread this is. We know that it’s 

circulating also in the Netherlands. We’ve seen big spikes in 

Coronavirus recently in France, in Germany, in Spain and Italy. Is 

there any evidence at all that this variant is also passing across 

the continents of Europe? 

MK: We understand that this variant has been identified also in 

Denmark, in the Netherlands and in Australia. There was one case 

in Australia and it didn’t spread further t here.  And so more 

sequencing that can be done will be helpful to help us determine if 

this variant is circulating elsewhere. But also sequencing will also 

help us understand any changes in the viruses that are being 

identified. The longer this virus spreads the more opportunities it 

has to change. So we really need to do everything we can right 

now to prevent spread and minimising that spread will reduce the 

chances of it changing. 
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AM: It appears to have originated, to evolved if you like, in 

England, in southern England. Is that your understanding? Is that 

where it started? 

MK: It is, yes. So from the information that they’ve shared with us 

in either south east England or in London, yes.  

 

AM: Now given that it’s more infectious, there’s a figure of 70% 

being bandied around at the moment, does that mean there’s 

going to be big, big changes in social distancing and behaviour for 

people worried about this? 

MK: So what  we need to do  is we need to look at the 

interventions that work and there’s a combination of interventions 

that work and there’s a combination of interventions that work, 

and even with increased transmissibility we know that this virus 

can be controlled in terms of limiting its ability to spread. This has 

to do with the measures that are in place all over the world and in 

countries including physical distancing, including avoiding crowds, 

making sure  you wear masks, you practice hand hygiene, 

respiratory etiquette and limiting  your interactions with others. All 

of us need to look at what we do every day in terms of minimising 

our exposure. It’s a thousand little decisions every day about what 

we do. We need to know what our risk is when we go about our 

day and we need to take those steps to  limit those risks. The 

virus may be more transmissible with this particular variant and 

circulating in certain areas, but there are measures that can 

reduce the spread. 

 

AM: At the moment the Netherlands has banned flights from the 

UK. Should we expect other countries to be doing the same now? 

MK: So it is possible, but what we were recommending even 

before this virus variant was identified is to really look at your 

travel patterns as individuals, and especially as the holiday period 

is  coming up and is upon us now, it’s you know, limiting travel 

unless we need to. You know trying to stay close to home, trying 

to remain socially connected with our loved ones, especially during 
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the holiday periods because we know how difficult this is and 

travelling when needed.  I think, you know, there’s a lot that we 

need to make sure that we hang on tight. We are seeing 

reductions in transmission, you know, across Europe and across – 

I mean this virus is dangerous no matter if we see a variant or 

not.  It can spread and there are steps that we can take to 

minimise that spread. 

 

AM: Keep calm and carry on! 

MK: Correct. 

 

Ends  


