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AM: As Covid infection rates continue to increase dramatically 

across Europe, the Prime Minister warned this week of a third 

wave washing up on our shores.  Professor Mark Woolhouse from 

the University of Edinburgh is on the government’s Advisory Body 

that models the pandemic, SPIM. He also advises the Scottish 

government on its Covid response and I asked him, now that 50% 

of adults have had their first dose of the vaccine, what would this 

third wave actually look like. 

MW: I think at some stage an uptake in the number of cases is 

inevitable as we relax restrictions. Well, we’ve vaccinated half the 

population, we haven’t vaccinate everyone, so there’s still 

potential for the virus to spread. The question is whether or not 

those increase in cases will translate into a large number of 

hospitalisations and deaths. Now I’m pretty optimistic about this. I 

think the readout on the performance of the vaccines is excellent 

and very encouraging, but we have to be careful. There’s no 

question that some of the more pessimistic scenarios out there do 

allow for a significant third wave. So that’s something we have to 

continue to guard against.  

 

AM: And to be clear, that’s because even the most effective 

vaccines are only 95% effective so there are some people who are 

going to be caught anyway. There are some people who won’t or 

haven’t been vaccinated and then there’s the small number of 

seriously ill people below the age of 50. Is that right? 

MW: Well, that’s exactly right, so over the whole population there 

are tens of millions of people who are vulnerable for this if they 

haven’t been vaccinated or the vaccine isn’t effective in them. And 
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a small percentage of a very large number is still a very large 

number. So what we need to do is to make sure we have systems 

and processes in place that we don’t allow the virus to get out of 

control again. 

 

AM: And if that is, as it were, the third wave or the third large 

ripple or whatever we call it, we haven’t even talked about new 

variants coming, because so far the variants that we see seem to 

be relatively ineffective at taking on the vaccines but that may 

change? 

MW: Well, it may change. It’s very difficult to guard against 

something in the future that’s in determinant. It’s a concern. The 

government already has plans to produce another round of 

vaccination that will help protect people against some of the new 

variants that we know about. The crucial thing here is for the 

whole world, not just the UK to be monitoring these variants, 

characterising these variants as quickly as possible and identifying 

causes of concern and things that we might need to update the 

vaccines to protect ourselves against. 

 

AM: You imply that we’re going to live alongside Coronavirus if I 

can put  it that way. What will that mean in practical terms? 

MW: Well hopefully, because as I say the vaccines are performing 

so well certainly against the variants we know about, that will be 

fairly close to the herd immunity threshold and what that  means 

is that any outbreaks will be fairly small and hopefully fairly easily 

contained. But I still suspect that looking forward, and I’m talking 

now right through 2021 into the years ahead that we’re still going 

to have to be alert to Coronavirus. So there still going to be 

situations where we might need to use personal protective 

equipment, we might well need to do some kind of social 

distancing, put some sort of bio security measures in place, and 

the important thing is, in case I’m being too optimistic and we’re 

not close to the herd immunity threshold that  we also maintain 

our capacity to test and trace and particularly to isolate people 
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who are infected. And that final thing is going to remain important 

for the entire future I think. That when we get cases of Novo 

Coronavirus that those people are going have to be asked to self 

isolate and their contacts. And I think that’s going to have to 

continue. 

 

AM: So this process of constant observation, monitoring and 

intervention, is there going to have to be some kind of new public 

body to do this? 

MW: Well I think we’re going to have think very hard about 

Coronavirus safety going forward and there’s an analogy here. I 

used to advise the Foods Standards Agency and we have a very 

well placed programme, national programme there to protect us 

from problems with food safety and that works very well for the 

most part. And I think we’re going to have something along those 

lines to make sure that we’re protected against Coronavirus. Now 

Matt Hancock’s announced a new agency that will help protect 

against pandemics and of course we already have Public Health 

England, Public Health Scotland and so on that fulfil these roles, 

but I think we’re going to have to pay explicit attention to 

Coronavirus for the foreseeable future. 

 

AM: Even though you describe yourself as a relative optimist what 

you say doesn’t seen compatible with tearing up all restrictions 

and going back to life entirely as we knew it in June. Some of the 

things you’re talking about, the testing and the interventions 

would in fact require legal underpinning.  

MW: Well, yes, I think that’s right. I have to say I’m a little bit 

nervous about a full relaxation in June. I mean obviously we all 

want to relax as far as it is safe to do so and it will be important 

that the government continues to be guided by the data in that 

respect. And this is a particularly an important thing. Exactly how 

well are the vaccines performing. If they do on at this rate I think 

we can quite close to a full release, but the idea that we can 
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suddenly emerge from this in one great bound I think is a little 

over optimistic. So you’re right, my optimism is tempered there. 

 

AM: The delays in the vaccine rollout. How concerned should we 

be both for those people waiting for a second vaccine, but also for 

people below the currently vaccinated age groups because some 

of them will be vulnerable, won’t they? 

MW: Yes, it will and as you say that is going to slow down at the 

rate at which we can unlock. It’s not just the actual number of 

vaccines given out but the coverage particularly of the most 

vulnerable groups. And so far we’ve got through a lot of those 

vulnerable groups, at least with the first dose, and the coverage 

has been excellent. In the high 90%. Far higher than many of the 

polls were suggesting the uptake would be at the beginning of the 

vaccination campaign. So that’s really encouraging. So it’s not just 

the rollout but the coverage that matters. But yes, if we do have 

delays in getting people vaccinated the second time around that is 

going to slow things down though the second vaccination is a 

booster. A lot of the protection afforded by the vaccine, 80 or 

90% of it is given by the first dose, so we’ll be a long way there. 

But I think we do have to bear in mind that we’ve still given half 

our adult population a single dose. If in the fullness of time we’re 

aiming to vaccinate everybody with two doses we’re something 

like one fifth of the way there, so this is going to go on for quite a 

long time yet. 

 

AM: Lots of folk are thinking about pubs and holidays and 

restaurants. Do  you think some form of so called vaccine passport 

is now pretty much inevitable? 

MW: I think it’s certainly something we have to consider seriously 

as part of a wider package of measures that are designed to make 

our activities safe, and t his is something that I think we need to 

start thinking much harder about. So far, over the last year, when 

we’ve tried to make ourselves safe we’ve tended to do this by 

stopping us doing activities. Stopping us socialising, stopping us 
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going to the pub, stopping us travel.  Now part of the whole point 

of living with this virus is we have to switch emphasis. We have to 

now start thinking about okay, how do we make those activities 

safe? Now we’ve already made them a lot safer for a lot of people 

by the rollout of the vaccine, but we may also need to have 

additional measures in place, as I said – social distancing, the 

screens and so on for those activities that can be made safe. A lot 

of workplaces can be made safer, a lot of retail. A lot of hospitality 

can be made safer. And for those sort of activities it’s difficult to 

make completely safe – I’m thinking of things like nightclubs, large 

concerts, mass gatherings and so on, that’s where the passports 

come in. Whether it’s  vaccine passports, test negative passports 

or even immunity passports that we were talking about a year 

ago. So all of this is part of a package of measures designed to 

make activities safe as an alternative to stopping us doing them 

altogether. 

 

AM: Looking at everything you can see now, it’s a very 

complicated picture, is there a risk of another lockdown do you 

think? 

MW: Well I think that’s one of the things we really want to avoid 

and we absolutely have the tools in place and the knowledge in 

place to avoid that. So another lockdown next winter for any 

reason, whether it’s an upsurge of the local variants that we have 

here or the importation of  a new variant I have to say I think we 

should regard that as a failure of public health policy if we have to 

go that route again.  

 

AM: Really interesting to talk to you, thanks for much for joining 

us this morning. 

 

ENDS 


