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AM: Professor Sir Ian Diamond is the National Statistician and 

Head of the Office for National Statistics. His job is to provide facts 

on what’s happening in the UK in a confusing landscape of claims 

and counterclaims about the state of the pandemic now. He also 

sits on SAGE, the main body that advises the government on 

Covid-19.  After a week in which some papers were reporting 

there is no second wave, while others predict tens of thousands of 

deaths to come, I asked him just before we came on air, what’s 

the truth? 

D: Well I think there’s no question we are in a second wave. We 

are seeing infections rise very quickly. Our most recent data show 

a rate for England of a little over .8 of a percent, that’s the highest 

we have recorded since we started recording, and that means 

around about one in a 130 people in England have the virus and 

we are now able to do estimates for Scotland, for Wales and for 

Northern Ireland. Scotland and Wales, a little lower and Northern 

Ireland just at the moment a little higher, but all in the same 

place. 

 

AM: Well staying with the data I noticed that quite a lot of the 

indicators we saw on Friday suggests that the growth in cases is 

already starting to slow down. R is down and the growth rate of 

infections is down. Does that mean that we may be leaving this 

second wave earlier than we feared? 

D: I do  - I’d very much like to hope so. However, I am extremely 

nervous about taking just initial data and pushing things forward 

and say it’s fine. Because let’s be clear, we might see the rate of 

increase slow a little as we get further data over the next few 
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weeks, but we’re still at a relatively high level. What we really 

need to do is to bring that level down. And even if we were to get 

R in the north to around about one, it would continue to have 

infections at a high rate. So I really do think it’s too early to say on 

slowing down, but we’ll be keeping, you know, really a close and 

accurate watch on it. 

 

AM: I suppose the other thing to say is that back at the start of 

April, first wave, there were 2,500 people at one point on 

ventilators and now there’s 700 people on ventilators which again 

suggests that the death rate maybe much lower this time round. 

D: Again I hope and pray so, Andrew, but we also, as I say, we 

have much better data on infections now, so therefore we have 

much better data earlier in the second wave than we had in the 

first wave and we will now be doing everything we can, as a 

nation, to prevent those hospitalisations getting onto ventilators. 

And as I say, our brilliant doctors know an awful lot more about 

how to handle this virus than of course they did in the first wave.   

 

AM: You talked a moment ago about the differences in different 

parts of the country and of course that’s related very much to 

where students have been gathering and there’s been outbreaks 

there. Looking ahead of course quite soon a lot of those students 

are going to go home to their  families for Christmas. Is that a 

moment of danger for the country when the universities, as it 

were, empty out across the rest of the country? 

D: If we did nothing, Andrew, it would be a moment of danger, 

but that’s why I know all universities and the Dept. for Education 

working closely with them are putting in plans to minimise that 

danger and to mitigate against it. 

 

AM: We read this morning that the government is planning to 

reduce the number of days in quarantines, or self isolation from 

14 to 10 or 7. I wonder has SAGE looked at  this at all? 
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D: I know that there is working going on to look at the length of 

isolation and certainly it has been discussed at various times. And 

I know that in the four nations there is work and we will be using 

the results from our large Covid infection survey which goes back 

to people over time in order to inform those discussions. Certainly 

it is important that -  I mean it’s critically important that people 

self isolate. We know from a large study by Kings College London 

that around 70% of people say that were they to have symptoms  

they would self isolate, but a very much lower proportion who 

have had symptoms isolate for the full period. So I do think really 

continuing to learn about the virus, continuing to learn about 

infectivity and continuing to identify that the optimal times for self 

isolation is important. Well, it’s not important, it’s critical, because 

self isolation is an incredibly important part of the way in which we 

will control this virus.  

 

AM: We’ve talked before about international comparisons and 

you’re quite sceptical about many of them.  Where are you now in 

terms of looking at the death rate per hundred thousand and so 

forth between countries? 

D: Andrew, thank you for that and yes it is incredibly difficult to 

make international comparisons. What we have done is we have 

looked right across Europe where it is possible to have data and to 

look regionally, in relatively small regions of different countries, 

and to look at the excess mortality, the deaths over and above the 

last five year average. What we show there is that the highest 

peaks, the highest peaks were in the first wave in  Italy and Spain, 

in regions in Italy and Spain, my point being that our peaks were 

lower, that the highest local region or local area in England was 

only around 11th in the total of European areas, but the national 

element was critical. Ours, if we can maintain this epidemic a 

more localised way, then I believe things would be better in terms 

of our international comparisons. But if I look now at what is 

happening across Europe, if I compare us with France and with 

Spain it is remarkable how close our second wave is to the curves 
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we are seeing in France and in Spain. We are just four weeks 

behind France and seven weeks behind Spain. Having said that,  

Spain which went up very, very quickly has seen a little flattening 

later but I think it’s really, really important that we continue to 

work tirelessly to flatten our curves  and indeed turn around if we 

can much quicker than that. 

 

Ends  


