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AM: Doctor Michael Ryan is an Executive Director of the World 

Health Organisation.  He is coordinating the WHO’s global 

response to coronavirus and is in contact with the various teams 

around the world trying to find a vaccine.  I spoke to him earlier 

this morning and I asked him what progress is being made on 

finding a vaccine. 

 

MR: We have got a number of vaccines in development, but only 

one vaccine has currently commenced its trial in the United States.  

But further vaccines will start this week and into next week.  

These are mainly nucleic acid, or RNA, or DNA vaccines and 

they’re much faster to develop. Other vaccines that require a lot 

more basic scientific work are going to take longer to get on the 

road. 

 

AM: I think what everybody is going to want to know is, how long 

would it take such a vaccine to reach the UK at the moment?   

 

MR: I think we have to be realistic.  Vaccines take a lot of time to 

develop, test, make them safe, prove that they are effective.  And 

then you’ve got to produce enough for everybody.  That is a very 

long process, we have to be very careful.  This vaccine will be 

given to potentially billions of people and we have to make sure 

that it is absolutely safe and that it does good, not harm. 

 

AM: So we’re talking like perhaps over a year? 
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MR: Yes, I think we have to again be realistic, we are talking at 

least a year.  But that doesn’t mean that we’re helpless.  We can 

do a lot to stop this disease right now and we can save a lot of 

lives right now.  We will work hard on the vaccines, the vaccines 

will come, but we need to get down and do what we need to do 

now. 

 

AM: Can I ask you about possible treatments for this disease?  

Because there are combinations of drugs we read that can help.  

What kind of progress are you seeing there? 

 

MR: We’re seeing some good progress.  In fact, a number of trials 

have started in various parts of the world, especially in China.  

We’re commencing a thing we call the Solidarity Trials, which is a 

range of countries around the world have come together to carry 

out a large multi-country trial, testing four different drugs or drug 

combinations, ones that show promise.  We’ve got a drug that’s 

been used in the past for SARS and MERS, we’ve got a HIV 

cocktail, and also we’ll be testing chloroquine or 

hydroxychloroquine as well.  Those large studies should give us 

some very good results.   

 

It’s important, people are hearing lots about therapies and they’re 

hearing lots about what might work or what mightn’t work, and all 

of that is important news.  But we again have to make sure that 

we have the evidence that these things actually work. We have 

seen some unfortunate situation yesterday where some people in 

Nigeria were reported to have overdosed on chloroquine because 

they heard that this drug was likely to be effective.  And that is 

not the case.  We have some interesting and promising data 

around chloroquine and hydroxychloroquine and they are included 

in these trials, but we have to wait and see how effective these 

drugs are.  And importantly, how safe they are to use in this 

situation. 

 



3 

DR MIKE RYAN, WHO 

AM: Now you have a big global perspective on this, one of the 

things we keep being told is that this disease is really only 

properly dangerous to old people with previous infections, is that 

quite true? 

 

MR: There is no doubt that elderly patients and those with 

underlying conditions have a much higher risk of having severe, 

critical disease or in fact dying.  But it’s not true to say that the 

younger are not affected.  We have seen infections in children and 

young adults.  And in the main they almost all completely recover.  

But in the middle we have a number of middle-aged people.  In 

Korea, 19%, one in five of the deaths was under 60 years of age.  

In intensive care today in Italy, two of three patients are under 

70, and in fact 12% of patients in intensive care in Italy today are 

under 50.  So this is not just a disease of the elderly.  There’s a 

significant impact, particularly on middle aged adults as well.  And 

thankfully at the moment our young people are being spared the 

severe end of the disease spectrum. 

 

AM: Now, our Prime Minister Boris Johnson told us in the last 

couple of days that Britain could be heading towards the same 

kind of situation as Italy.  Italy has nearly 5,000 deaths, we’ve got 

a couple of hundred at the moment.  Is that a realistic prospect 

for us to be looking forward to? 

 

MR: Again, it is.  In terms of the top ten countries in the world, six 

of the top ten are actually European countries.  We’ve seen the 

number of cases jump in Europe over the last two weeks and in 

particular are beginning to see spikes in deaths in places like 

Spain, obviously you’ve seen Italy.   But we also have Germany, 

Switzerland and France.  And clearly the epidemics in these 

countries are not accelerating at the same rate and they didn’t 

start at the same time.  But it would be important to remember 

that the UK may experience a more severe epidemic but you’ve 

got a great NHS in the UK, you’ve got a fabulous health service, 
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you’ve got a huge faith in that service.  And I think it’s really 

important that people trust the NHS and that we all work together 

to ensure that the patients with most need get the best care as 

soon as possible. 

 

AM: And the message from your organisation has been test, test 

and test again.  We are not yet at 25,000 tests a day in the UK.  

Are we testing enough?  And when we test enough, who should 

we be testing first? 

 

MR: The issue of testing is we need to find suspect cases.  We 

need to find the people who have the virus and we need to isolate 

those patients as quickly as possible.  The physical distancing 

measures that are in place and the lockdowns separate everybody 

from everybody else.  But what we really need to focus on is 

finding those who are sick, those who have the virus, and isolate 

them.  Find their contacts and isolate them.  Because the danger 

right now with the lockdowns and with all the physical distancing, 

and people are feeling this now, that’s really putting pressure on 

the economy, it’s putting pressure on the social system.  If we 

don’t put in place the strong measures, the strong public health 

measures now, when those movement restrictions and lockdowns 

are lifted the danger is the disease will jump back up.   

 

So it’s not just about physical distancing, it’s not just about locking 

down, we have to have the capacity to do that.  In China and in 

Singapore, in Korea, they really focussed on having that 

comprehensive strategy.  So when they got – the flames of the 

fire were pushed down through physical distancing or through 

lockdowns, they then went after the virus, they went looking for 

the virus.  And we need to actively search for cases of the virus 

and we need to test every single suspect case.  And if any 

contacts are sick we need to test them as well.  We don’t need to 

test everybody.  We need to focus on testing those who may have 

the virus. 



5 

DR MIKE RYAN, WHO 

 

AM: Now one Cabinet Minister is quoted in the papers today 

saying that Britain has five days to avoid the worst.  What in your 

view do we need to do in those five days? 

 

MR: I think the UK is doing the right things.  I’ve seen just as an 

external observer the huge investments that are going into the 

health service.  But it’s difficult and many health workers are 

concerned, they’re scared.  They need to know that they’re 

protected, that they have the right gear, that they’re trained, they 

have the space to operate, that the whole system is focussed on 

giving them the resources that they need.  Patients need to know 

that they will get care and that they will get the best possible care.  

At this stage we have to focus on saving lives.  But at the same 

time we have to focus on trying to take the heat out of this 

epidemic and we have to try and go after this virus.  I know that 

sounds very difficult, it seems overwhelming as a big wave of 

infection spreads over, but it’s been successfully done elsewhere.  

It takes courage, and it takes determination, but we have to save 

the lives of those who are very sick and critically unwell and we 

have to try and suppress the transmission of the virus.  Once 

we’ve suppressed transmission we have to go after the virus.  We 

have to take the fight to the virus. 

 

AM: Doctor Ryan, thanks very much indeed for talking to us this 

morning. 

 

Ends  

 


