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AM: Professor John Edmunds is a member of SAGE and also sits 

on NERVTAG, which advises the government on new respiratory 

viruses. I spoke to him just before we came on air and I began by 

asking him for his assessment of the current situation. 

JE: So cases have been coming down quite rapidly. Cases, 

hospitalisations and deaths are coming down, so it’s all very good 

news. I think as the epidemic shrinks, then we push it into harder 

to reach groups, harder to reach populations, and I think that 

that’s probably starting to happen as we speak, and so we’re 

starting to see the epidemic slow down. So the rate of decline 

slow down a little bit as we really sort of – as it becomes 

concentrated in slightly harder to reach groups. Very similar to 

what happened in the late spring and summer of last year as the 

epidemic shrunk, then it persisted a little bit in certain groups in 

the population. 

 

AM: There’s talk today in the papers of every adult in Britain being 

vaccinated by some point in the summer. Now, the question is if 

that’s the case why the caution about unlocking? I suppose my 

question is what could go wrong? 

JE: It’s fantastic news if we do manage to get adults vaccinated by 

the end of July as is reported today. That would make a huge 

difference of course. But the vaccine doesn’t give 100 per cent 

protection, and as we roll it out to adults – I mean, if you look at 

currently, for instance, we have quite a high fraction of 

hospitalisations in the under 70s where we’re just starting to 

vaccinate now. So if we eased of very rapidly now – and about 

almost half of our hospitalisations are in the under 70s, so if we 

eased off very rapidly now we would get another surge in 



hospitalisations. We have to ease very gradually, otherwise we will 

put the health service under pressure again, we will get a surge in 

hospitalisations and indeed deaths. 

 

AM: How concerned are you about the South African variant at the 

moment? 

JE: Yes, that is definitely a concern. It’s here. Exactly how 

widespread it is it’s very, very difficult to say, but we do have it. 

It’s being held in place now, as everything held in place by the 

lockdown. The risk comes really when we release the lockdown. 

 

AM: Is the danger that if the most vulnerable groups have all been 

vaccinated but the virus is still circulating amongst younger people 

that then allows new variants to appear, new mutations which 

challenge the older group too? 

JE: That’s certainly a risk, yes. So the more infections there are in 

the community, then the greater the risk of further mutations 

occurring. And so it’s certainly a risk if we allow high rates of 

infection in certain parts of the community, certain individuals, 

then we do run the risk of further mutations occurring which could 

reduce the effectiveness of the vaccination programme.  

 

AM: What does the data tell us, or the modelling tell us, about  

the effect on the R rate of returning all the schools in one go? 

JE: Well, one thing we do know, even without models, is that in 

November when we were under lockdown the reproduction 

number was below one. Cases were coming down. With schools 

open of course. But at the same time the new variant was 

increasing, and so the reproduction number for the new variant 

was actually above one. So if we repeated that again with exactly 

the same situation we would expect the reproduction number to 

be above one with a lockdown with schools open. We’re not 

exactly in the same position though, because we’ve vaccinated a 

number of people – a lot of people since then. And of course the 

new variant itself has immunised others in the population because 



we’ve had high rates of infection. So I think if we open schools 

now, I think the reproduction number is likely to be something 

close to one, potentially slightly above, but it could be at around 

one or maybe just slightly below that. I suspect it would be 

around one. 

 

AM: Does that mean that you’d be more comfortable opening 

primary schools and then after a gap secondary schools? 

JE: Obviously we’re just sticking to the epidemiology rather than 

other needs. Of course there’s a great need to get our kids back in 

schools as fast as we can. And sticking to the epidemiology, yeah, 

of course it’s always safer to take smaller steps and evaluate.  

 

AM: If the government now allows, as we read, two households to 

socialise together outside, do you think that would have any effect 

on the R rate at all? 

JE: Not much. Mixing outside is pretty safe.  

 

AM: Given the falling numbers of infections and hospitalisations is 

there any real risk of yet another lockdown at the end of this if we 

get it wrong? 

JE: There’s always a risk, because if we ease up too quickly, then 

we will put pressure on the health service quite rapidly again. 

Because we’re not immune yet. The vast majority of us are not 

immune. The vast majority is still yet to be vaccinated, or indeed 

yet to be infected, and hopefully we go through the route of 

vaccinating individuals. So easing up too quickly will put pressure 

– you know, cases will increase again. We’re not through this yet, 

unfortunately.  

 

AM: We’re not through this yet. You were pretty pessimistic earlier 

this year, at the beginning of this year, are you now in a relatively 

optimistic frame of mind? 

JE: I think the success of the vaccination programme is amazing, 

and that is and always was our way out of this. I think that we are 



in a really strong position because we have managed to secure 

such large numbers of doses and deliver them rapidly to our 

population. But it takes some time – it’s going to take months yet 

to vaccinate all of us. We’re all at risk and we can all spread the 

virus, and so until we’ve all been vaccinated – I include children 

here – then there is going to be significant risk of a resurgence. 

 

AM: And that suggests that as soon as all the adults in the UK 

have been vaccinated you would like the government to turn to 

children. 

JE: I think there’s an argument for turning to children as fast we 

can. I mean, you know, I’ve got two children myself. They’re in 

secondary schools, and I think that there has been major 

disruption in schools and there will continue to be major disruption 

in schools until we have vaccinated our children. 

 

AM: So in short, is this a moment when we can be confident about 

relaxing the rules? 

JE: I think yes, we can be confident. We will relax the rules. They 

are coming, but we can’t rush it. 

 

AM: Professor Edmunds, thanks very much indeed for talking to 

us.  

(ends) 

 

 

 


