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Boris Johnson has today announced his roadmap out of lockdown.
The Prime Minister will urge England to comply with a gradual easing of the rules as the vaccine rolls out.
But despite the pace, his scientific advisors are clear that this isn’t the end of our nation’s Covid story.
In papers released today, the experts predict at least 30,000 more Covid deaths between now and summer
2022 – and many, many more than that if things go wrong.
Scientists from Warwick University and Imperial College London modelled six different speeds out of lockdown
and looked at how they would affect hospitalisations and deaths.

Boris Johnson is unveiling his roadmap out of lockdown
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Those were a “very fast”, “fast”, “medium” and “gradual” unlocking, as well as two “new” scenarios labelled
5a and 5b with slightly different timings.
In papers handed to the Scientific Pandemic Influenza Group on Modelling (SPI-M), a SAGE subgroup, they
make clear all six scenarios cause a third wave of some kind – it’s just a question of how big.
The SAGE papers also warn how vulnerable the population will be even after a vaccine has been rolled out.
And they make clear we will need some measures like mask-wearing and hand-washing to remain in the long
term.
We’ve gone through the key documents released with today’s road map and picked out some key points.

Easing lockdown will cause a third wave
The scientists are blunt – every single lockdown easing scenario will cause a third wave of some kind. The
question is, how big.
Warwick University’s study said: “All of the relaxation scenarios lead to a third wave of infections.
“The scale of this wave and the implications for health services and loss of life are critically dependent on the
two key uncertainties.”
Those uncertainties are vaccine efficacy, and the level of control remaining at the end of the timeline.
SPI-M said if restrictions are eased gradually, vaccines are “highly effective” and quickly rolled out, and
“longer-term” measures help keep Covid down, a third wave would be “well below” that seen in January 2021.

Rules on outdoor meetups are expected to be relaxed slightly in March (Photo by Hollie Adams/Getty Images)
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Chief Scientific Advisor Sir Patrick Vallance told journalists:“It’s likely you get an increase in cases when you
start to open up. That’s likely. Exactly when that occurs and how high the numbers are, it’s not possible to be
precise.
“The sooner you open up everything, the higher the risk of a big resurgence. The slower you do it the better.”
Professor Angela McClean, deputy Chief Scientific Advisor, said: “If we were to go back to baseline measures
by late April – so what in these papers is called very fast unlocking… that we would expect a large wave.”
Unlocking more slowly would mean a smaller peak, she said, adding: “It’s the fact there remain people who
are either not vaccinated or even though these vaccines are absolutely fantastic they are not perfect.
“So there are people who have been vaccinated who are never the less not protected, even from very severe
disease.
“And if we let a big epidemic happen amongst younger people, some of those older vulnerable people, or
people who are vulnerable for another reason, will get infected and will be very ill.”

At least 30,000 more people in the UK are set to die
Most analysis for SPI-M estimated a further 30,000 Covid-19 deaths would occur between February 12, 2020,
and June 2022, even under the new or cautious scenarios.
And that was under the “most optimistic set of assumptions modelled, and assuming that baseline measures
once restrictions are lifted significantly reduce transmission,” SPI-M said.
For the “new” 5a and 5b models, Imperial estimated there could be anywhere between about 33,000 and
83,000 extra deaths.

Estimates are as high as 150,000 in a worst-case scenario
The harshest “very fast” scenario would lift all measures by April 26, as demanded by backbench Tory MPs.
The Imperial study estimated that could lead to 91,300 extra Covid deaths between this month and June 2022.
Put alternatively they estimated a range of anywhere from 52,500 to 146,400 deaths, since there are so many
unknowns.
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But it’s not the only scenario that leads to enormous levels of extra deaths.
So for example, if the end result of “unlockdown” is similar rules to what we had before Covid came along, we
could end up with “a substantial resurgence in hospital occupancy that is comparable with the January 2021
peak.”
SPI-M add: “Imperial estimate a further 58,900 to 143,400 deaths between 12th February 2021 and 30th June
2022 in this scenario.”
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Loads of people are still vulnerable – even if the vaccine is really good
You may think how all this danger and death is possible when we have a world-beating vaccine rollout.
It’s because vaccines need to reach a lot of people, AND be effective against infection, AND be effective
against severe disease if you do get infected.
All of these three factors are looking good, but none of them reach 100%. And that means there will be many
people who still slip through one of the three layers of protection.
Sir Patrick Vallance told journalists “a large number of people in the population remain unprotected” even
with high take-up.
The Chief Scientific Advisor added: “Let’s say 80% of people are adults, so 20% of people are not being
vaccinated even if you got to all of the adults, and you get roughly an 80% vaccine efficacy, and that gives
roughly 80% protection – you’ve got roughly 50% across the whole population.
“That tells you that even at quite high levels of coverage and protection, you’ve still got a large number of
people who are unprotected.”
Imperial said even if 3.2million vaccine doses per week are given up to 12 July , only 65% of the population will
be protected against disease by July 16.

The vaccine rollout needs to continue at 4million doses a week
Warwick modelled its papers assuming 4 million doses a week in April and then being maintained. A slower
assumption had it dropping to 2million doses a week later on.

A jab takes place in fast-vaccinating West Yorkshire
(Image: PA)
This was based on two scenarios, provided by the Cabinet Office, that “may not reflect the situation most likely
to occur”, SPI-M said.
In the scenario, vaccinations “reach 4.0m per week from 25th April, continue at 3.9m per week in May and
then are either sustained at this level (faster scenario) or drop down to 2m per week from 21st June (slower
scenario).”

And the effect of the vaccine is absolutely crucial
Imperial warned: “With a lower vaccine efficacy, all scenarios would lead to a third wave of hospitalisations
larger than or comparable in magnitude to the current wave.”
The good news is, there are early signs the vaccines are effective.

Some things like masks and hand-washing may stay for good
The scientific papers repeatedly talk about “maintaining baseline measures” to cut transmission – even once
all lockdown rules have ended.
These could include mask wearing, hand hygiene, and “COVID security” – things like one-way systems in pubs
or screens in shop counters.
Imperial said it will be “vital to emphasise the importance of normalising and ensuring adherence to all
measures even after “full lifting” is achieved.”
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SPI-M added: “Maintaining baseline measures to reduce transmission once restrictions are lifted is almost
certain to save many lives and minimise the threat to hospital capacity.

Mask wearing could continue as a baseline measure
(Image: AFP via Getty Images)
“These could include voluntary measures as well as effective Test, Trace and Isolate.”
Imperial suggested some measures may have to “remain in place (and adhered to) throughout 2021 and
beyond”.
And leaving a gap between each stage is crucial
SPI-M made clear it will take at least three weeks to know the effect of each lockdown easing.
That is why there were likely to be five-week gaps between each stage in Boris Johnson’s roadmap.

We don’t know what will happen when immunity fades
Deep in the SPI-M paper is a worrying line: “These models assume that neither naturally acquired nor vaccine
induced immunity wane.
“Immunity to other coronaviruses is known to wane.”
In other words, the scientists could have to rethink if immunity begins to fade before a “booster shot”
programme of new jabs has begun.
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And we’re unlikely to reach herd immunity
SPI-M warns: “The herd immunity threshold for COVID-19 with the B.1.1.7 variant is unknown, but is likely to
be high.
“Only around 79% of the population are adults, so even if coverage amongst them is 79%, only 62% of the
population would be vaccinated.
“As the vaccines do not completely prevent transmission, the reduction in transmission that results would be
expected to be lower than 62%.
“As a result, herd immunity is not likely to be reached in these scenarios without a further resurgence of
transmission.”

Indoor mixing could prompt a big spike
Among their six scenarios, the scientists were asked to model one in which people can have one guest per day
inside their home.
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But SPI-M warned: “This is a major change to the previous Tier system.
“It is a particularly key source of uncertainty in this modelling, but it has the potential of a resulting large
increase in transmission.”

Indoor mixing could cause a major spike
(Image: Getty Images)
Step 4 should only be when everyone’s had a first dose.
SPI-M said: “Tying the timing of the final step to the date at which the whole population have been offered at
least one dose, limits the height of the second peak compared to easing restrictions earlier.”

Seasons could have an impact
The very fact of spring and summer could impact on virus rates – but allow them to resurge later on.
In one set of scenarios, SPI-M said, “the effect of seasonality reduces prevalence over the summer, but then
increases the height of the peak of the autumn resurgence (6% and 14% scenarios) or delay it (25% scenarios).
“If there were a significant seasonal component to transmission, prevalence may be lower over the summer
months than suggested by the baseline modelling results, but at the cost of a larger autumn/winter
resurgence.”

Warmer weather could impact on virus rates
(Image: PA)

And finally… all these numbers are very uncertain
Sir Patrick Vallance warned the modelling is not directly of Boris Johnson’s lockdown decisions.
In that sense the number of deaths should not be taken as exact, as there are many uncertainties.
As SPI-M put it: “The scale and timing of these resurgences are critically dependent on very uncertain
modelled assumptions including real world vaccine effectiveness against severe disease and infection; vaccine
coverage and rollout speed; behavioural factors; and the extent to which baseline measures (which could be
voluntary) continue to reduce transmission once restrictions are lifted.
“Given this uncertainty, it would be advisable to tie changes in policy to data instead of dates.”
So the dates in Boris Johnson’s roadmap will only be targets – not nailed-on dates when things will happen.
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