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AM: The government is rolling out the vaccine programme here 

faster than in any other European country, but ministers sound 

almost spooked by the new variant. Are they trying to scare us? 

I’m joined now by the Health Secretary, Matt Hancock.  

We’ve got the UK now with the highest number of daily Covid 

deaths in the world and in terms of proportion of the population 

one of the highest in the world. After 3 weeks of lockdown, are  

you in control of the virus? 

MH: Well good morning, Andrew. The good news is that there are 

early signs that certainly the rise in number of cases has been 

halted and in many parts of the country that cases are starting to 

come down. This is obviously – it isn’t just about the government 

it’s about each and every one of us as we’ve discussed many 

times. And, as you say, the vaccine roll out programme is going 

really rapidly.   We’ve now vaccinated, as of this morning, three 

quarters of all the over 80 year olds in the country and a similar 

number of care homes and I’m just so proud of the NHS team 

who are delivering on that. 

 

AM: I’ve been talking to your opposite number in Israel, Mr  

Edelstein, and he says that before restrictions can properly be 

lifted they have to vaccinate 80% of their population. Is that the 

kind of figure that you’re looking at here? 

MH: Well, it’s far far too early to say and the reason it’s too early 

to say is because we know with a high degree of confidence that 

the vaccine protects people from serious disease and of course 

from dying which is obviously the whole purpose of it, but we 

don’t yet know the impact on how much the vaccine impacts on 
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how much you transmit the virus. That’s why it’s so important that 

people continue to stay at home after they’ve had the vaccine and 

Professor Jonathan Van-Tam is now explaining that this morning. 

But that means that those sorts of calculations are  - it’s far too 

early to know. 

 

AM: Indeed. He is suggesting this morning that once you’ve had 

the vaccine you can possibly still pass on the virus and if that’s so 

a lot of people will say well when will we ever, ever get out of 

these restrictions if that’s the case, if the virus is still passing on 

after the vaccination programme? 

MH: Well, we have a high degree of confidence the vaccine 

protects you from serious disease and of course from death, and  

we’re monitoring that very, very carefully. Both of course the 

clinical trials but now we’re able to monitor it in the field, because 

we can see who is testing positive and connect that positive test 

result to whether or not they’ve had the vaccine and critically 

when they have the vaccine because we know that the vaccine 

takes around three weeks to be effective, so we’re essentially 

monitoring the effectiveness of the vaccine right across the 

country right now. And in fact I talk regularly to my Israeli 

counterpart and  they’re doing the same and of course they’re the 

only major country in the world that’s ahead of us in terms of the 

vaccine roll out. So this is critical to understand as much as we 

possibly can. But our goal here is to be able to start to lift the 

restrictions as soon as safely possible. 

AM: But when is that going to be? I mean as soon as means 

nothing. It could be 2028 for all I know.  

MH: Well it’s not going to be 2028, Andrew, and I’ve said before 

that we’re going to have a great British summer. 

AM: Well so when? 

MH: Well we don’t know the answer to that question and it’s one 

of the many things that we don’t yet know the answer to. 
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AM: Well let’s talk about the different variants. On Friday the 

Prime Minister said, and I quote: “That the new variant is 

associated with a higher degree of mortality.” And got lots of 

headlines for that. The following day the Medical Director of Public 

Health England said: “No, no, it’s very early evidence and it’s far 

too early to say.” So which is it? 

MH: No, both what the Prime Minister said is absolutely right, as is 

what the Medical Director of Public Health England said, and I 

think it’s actually a responsibility of all of us to listen really 

carefully because they are nuanced scientific facts. We know that 

there is a risk that the new variant is more deadly.  Unfortunately 

that is the result of the scientific analysis since it was discovered. 

We do not precisely know the degree to which that’s the case and 

obviously we’re continuing to do more work on it. So you’ve got to 

be really careful in how this is described. What we do know with a 

high degree of confidence is that it is more transmissible.  

 

AM: Let me turn to you if I may the even more worrying variant, 

the South African variant. There are two of them. Patrick Vallance 

says there are between 44 and 71 cases of the South African 

variant already in the UK. First of all is that true, and secondly if it 

is are these people who have just arrived here from South Africa 

or is this already spreading inside the UK? 

MH: There  are 77 known cases of the South African variant here 

in the UK. They are under very close observation and we have 

enhanced contract tracing to do everything we possibly can to 

stop them from spreading. The majority of those have had 

contract with, or come from South Africa and that’s why we’ve got 

such stringent border measures in place against movement from 

South Africa. 

 

AM: I’m sorry to interrupt you but that suggests that some people 

with the South African variant have caught it from people inside 

the UK and that therefore it is already spreading inside the 

community of Britain. 
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MH: There is not what we call community transmission which is 

when you find a case but you can’t find the link back to travel. At 

the moment it is all linked to people – to travel and travel is of 

course restricted at the moment to returning Brits. If you’re not a 

British citizen or resident here you cannot come here if you’ve 

been to South Africa or Southern Africa recently, but it just shows 

how important these border measures are, and we’ve 

strengthened the measures at the border. We’ve taken the sort of 

stringent measures you would never normally take and the Prime 

Minister has shown great personal leadership in this in 

strengthening the measures at the border, and he of course – you 

know a week ago we removed all the air corridors and he of 

course himself has said that we don’t rule out taking further  

measures.  

 

AM: Have you found cases of the Brazilian variant in Britain? 

MH: There are a very small number of cases of the variant that 

was first discovered in Brazil. On the latest count there were nine, 

and we are again monitoring each and every one of those very 

closely. 

 

AM: And what about the second Brazilian variant, any of that in 

Britain yet? 

MH: Not that we know of, no. There are two Brazilian variants 

confusingly, and of course we say it’s a Brazilian variant. It’s a 

variant that was first discovered in Brazil, but nevertheless the 

point in terms of protecting Britain is the same. We’ve got to be 

cautious at the borders. The argument has changed and the 

conversation around borders has changed because of two things. 

One, the new variants and two, the success of the vaccine roll out 

programme, which means that we cannot, we cannot put all of 

this progress at risk.  

 

AM: So let’s talk about the vaccines. We were told that we’d get 

two million doses of the AstraZeneca vaccine by about now and 
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that’s been delayed for a fortnight or so to the middle of February. 

What’s gone wrong? 

MH: Well, as I’ve said all along this is a complicated manufacturing 

process, so you know, we get it in as quickly as we can from the 

two manufacturers, they’re doing an amazing job at 

manufacturing this as quickly as possible, and then the NHS 

across the whole of the UK is supplying it and getting it into 

people’s arms as quickly as it comes in. We have done two million 

doses in the last week. In fact in just the last three days we have 

delivered more doses  here in the UK than the entire programme 

in France over the whole period that we’ve been vaccinating. So 

the NHS, supported of course by local authorities, the armed 

services is doing an amazing job and we are on track to deliver 

the commitment to offer all those in groups one to four, those 

who are the most vulnerable to this, a vaccination by or on the 

15th of February. 

 

AM: Let me ask you about GPs, because quite a few GP Practices 

are saying they’re not getting enough supplies of the vaccine 

because it’s being diverted into the great big new vaccination 

centres.  Are you  ensuring that GPs who are after all really on the 

front line of this are getting enough vaccine everywhere? 

MH: Well of course. Supply is the rate limiting factor. I don’t know 

how many times I’ve told you that, Andrew, and said it in other 

places too.  So supply is the rate limiting factor. The GPs are doing 

brilliantly. Frankly, I’d rather have a problem of all the teams on 

the front line in the NHS saying we can do more, we want more 

vaccine, because that demonstrates that as soon as we can get it 

into the country or get it manufactured here, we can then get it 

out through the NHS. The NHS is delivering as fast as this stuff 

can be produced and that’s been our goal all along. Now 

thankfully, because of the work we’ve done over the last year 

now, we have a better supply of this than almost any other 

country in the world.  And that’s why we’ve been able to deliver 
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over five million, three quarters of all over 80 year olds. It’s a 

magnificent feat by the  NHS and the whole team. 

 

AM: Still on that question of supply, what should be I imagine a 

very easy question to answer, can you give an absolute guarantee 

that  everybody who has had the first dose of the Pfizer vaccine 

will get a second jab within 12 weeks? No ifs, no buts? 

MH: Yes.  

AM: Thank you very much indeed for that. Now let’s turn to 

schools, which is another big issue and of course in the papers. 

Parents are wondering at the moment whether they can prepare 

to send their children back to school after the half term holiday. 

Can they? 

MH: Well, we’ve been really clear that we want to get schools 

back as fast as we safely can, but we’ve got to watch the data and 

the Education Secretary has said that he will ensure that there’s 

two weeks notice of the schools going back and so we keep this 

under review.   

 

AM: Well the half term holiday is half way through February, so 

we’re more of less at that point which is why I’m asking you 

directly whether schools are going to go back after the half term 

holiday. 

MH: Well firstly, Andrew, it’s too early to know and we are not at 

that point and hence – so the answer is really straight forward.  

AM: Parents are really concerned about this. What about by 

Easter, will schools be definitely back by Easter? 

MH: Well look, Andrew, throughout this crisis we have looked at 

the data, we’ve made sure that we’ve taken action  as early as we 

can but rapidly if we need to. And of course I hope that schools go 

back after Easter, of course I do. And the vaccination programme 

is going fast, but we’ve got to make sure that we get the cases 

down and we’ve got to protect the country from new variants 

coming in from abroad. 
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AM: Are you interested in the idea of vaccine passports? You’re 

spending £450,000 on eight different versions of vaccine passports 

so again I assume that one of the possible ways out of this might 

in the end be vaccine passports. 

MH: Well, there is a question of how in the medium terms we 

allow for international travel as safely as possible, but I’m not 

attracted to the idea of vaccine passports here at home. We’re not 

a  papers carrying country, but what I would say is that 

international travel right now should not be happening unless it’s 

absolutely necessary. No parties in Paris or weekends in Dubai, 

that is not on and in most cases it’s against the law. And so 

international travel should not be happening unless it is absolutely 

necessary. For instance, for a medical emergency, although 

frankly, with the NHS we’ve got the best medical services you can 

possibly have in the world right here in Britain.  

AM: Okay, that is very clear. 

MH: So international travel we are being very cautious and we 

don’t rule out further measures and as I say, the Prime Minister’s 

leadership in this area is very strong. 

 

AM: Can I ask you very briefly, what further measures are you 

looking at? 

MH: Well we don’t rule out further measure, but I’m not going to 

go into the details of that ‘cause we’re working together across 

government to make sure we have the right rules in place to keep 

this country safe, especially from the new variants. And really I’m 

worried about the South African new variant –  

AM: Matt Hancock, we’ve run out of time I’m afraid, but thank you 

very much indeed. The message is quite clear, stay at home and 

stay in Britain as well. Thanks very much indeed for joining us this 

morning. 

 

Ends  


