
 

UK set to extend coronavirus lockdown
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The British government was on Thursday expected to extend a
nationwide lockdown for another three weeks, amid signs the
coronavirus outbreak is peaking but also warnings of more deaths to
come.
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Foreign Secretary Dominic Raab, who is standing in for Prime Minister
Boris Johnson as he recuperates after spending a week in hospital with
COVID-19, met with ministers and officials to finalise the plans.

An announcement is due later but the government has already said that,
with the death toll approaching 13,000 and still rising, now is not the
time to rescind the stay-at-home order imposed on March 23.

"It is too early to make a change," Health Secretary Matt Hancock told
BBC television on Thursday.

"Whilst we've seen a flattening of the number of cases, and thankfully a
flattening of the number of deaths, that hasn't started to come down yet.
And as far as I'm concerned that is still far too high."

He said the vast majority of Britons had followed rules not to go out
except for exercise and to buy essential items.

"I don't want to put all of that good effort to waste," said Hancock, who
himself has also had coronavirus but recovered quickly.

"Because if we just released all the measures then this virus would run
rampant once again, and we can't let that happen."

He did not say how long the lockdown would continue, but the law states
that the measures must be reviewed every 21 days.

England's chief medical officer, Chris Whitty, said Wednesday that the
outbreak was peaking but warned the numbers of deaths would keep
rising.

Health ministry figures show 12,868 people in hospital in Britain have so
far died, making it one of the worst affected countries in the global
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outbreak.

Testing concerns

The main opposition Labour party supports extending the lockdown, but
has called for the government to set out its exit strategy—a demand
ministers say is premature.

There are particular concerns about the slow expansion of testing for
coronavirus, something many people believe is crucial to easing the
confinement measures.

Professor Neil Ferguson, an epidemiologist at Imperial College London
and a government adviser, said Thursday there must be a "single-minded
emphasis in government" on scaling up testing and contact tracing.

Speaking to BBC radio, he added that even then, "it's not going to be
going back to normal".

"We will have to maintain some form of social distancing, a significant
level of social distancing, probably indefinitely until we have a vaccine
available."

The government says it currently has capacity to test 35,000 people a
day, but wants to reach 100,000 by the end of the month.

27 healthcare staff dead

Among the dead are 27 staff who work for the state-run National Health
Service (NHS), Hancock confirmed.

They include 28-year-old pregnant nurse, Mary Agyeiwaa Agyapong,
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who died on Sunday.

The baby, a little girl, was delivered by caesarean section before she died
and is said by the hospital to be doing well.

"We are all deeply touched and moved by deaths of nurses like this,"
Hancock said.

But healthcare staff have repeatedly warned they are not getting the
protective equipment they need, amid shortages of gowns, gloves, masks
and visors.

Dave Prentis, head of Britain's biggest trade union Unison, warned that
"for all the warm words and promises about supplies of protective
equipment, the situation appears to be getting worse, not better".

In a rare piece of good news, a World War II veteran doing sponsored
laps of his garden has now raised more than £12 million ($15 million,
13.8 million euros) for the NHS.

Captain Tom Moore, 99, completed 100 laps of his 25-metre (82-foot)
garden—using a walking frame—before his 100th birthday at the end of
the month.
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