
 

By persisting with COVIDSafe, Australia
risks missing out on globally trusted contact
tracing

July 1 2020, by Ritesh Chugh

  
 

  

Gapple’s exposure notification system.

Australia has ruled out abandoning the government's COVIDSafe
contact tracing app in favor of the rival "Gapple" model developed by
Google and Apple, which is gaining widespread support around the
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world. Deputy Chief Medical Officer Nick Coatsworth told The Project
the COVIDSafe app was "a great platform".

In the two months since its launch, COVIDSafe has been downloaded
just over 6.4 million times—well short of the government's target of
40% of the Australian population.

Its adoption was plagued by privacy, security and backwards
compatibility concerns, and further exacerbated by excessive battery
consumption. And despite being described as a vital tool in the response
to COVID-19, it is reportedly yet to identify a single infection that
hadn't already been tracked down by manual contact tracing.

It seems the app has failed to win the public's trust. Software downloads
are based on the perceptions of risk and anticipated benefits. In this
scenario, the risks appear to outweigh the benefits, despite the dangers
of a second coronavirus wave taking hold in our second most populous
city.

COVID-19 cases in Melbourne continue to surge. But more broadly, the
relatively low number of overall cases in Australia and the lack of
adequate buy-in among the public make it difficult for COVIDSafe to
make a meaningful contribution.

Is there another way?

Some 91% of Australians have a smartphone, whereas a rough
calculation based on the 6.4 million downloads suggests only 28% have
downloaded COVIDSafe.

For digital contact tracing to be effective, an uptake of around 60% of
the population has been suggested—well beyond even the 40% target
which COVIDSafe failed to hit.
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https://twitter.com/theprojecttv/status/1277168074093989888
https://www.health.gov.au/resources/apps-and-tools/COVIDsafe-app
https://www.health.gov.au/news/deputy-chief-medical-officer-interview-on-abc-radio-adelaide-on-4-june-2020
https://www.abc.net.au/news/science/2020-06-30/coronavirus-contact-tracing-app-COVIDsafe-isnt-sunscreen/12403958
https://www.igi-global.com/gateway/article/227387
https://www.mja.com.au/system/files/2020-05/Rubenstein%20mja20.00707%20-%207%20May%202020.pdf
https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiODBmMmE3NWQtZWNlNC00OWRkLTk1NjYtMjM2YTY1MjI2NzdjIiwidCI6ImMwZTA2MDFmLTBmYWMtNDQ5Yy05Yzg4LWExMDRjNGViOWYyOCJ9
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/technology-media-and-telecommunications/articles/mobile-consumer-survey.html#:~:text=Key%20findings%3A,and%2036%25%20market%20share%20respectively.
https://github.com/BDI-pathogens/COVID-19_instant_tracing/blob/master/Centralized%20and%20DEcentralized%20systems%20for%20contact%20tracing.pdf


 

The logic is straightforward: we need a system that 60% of people are
willing and able to use. And such a system already exists.

Tech giants Apple and Google have collaboratively developed their own 
contact-tracing technology, dubbed the "Gapple" model.

How does Gapple work?

Gapple is not an app itself, but a framework that provides Bluetooth-
based functionality by which contact tracing can work. Crucially, it has
several features that lend it more privacy than COVIDSafe.

In simple terms, it allows Android and iOS (Apple) devices to
communicate with one another using existing apps from health
authorities, using a contact-tracing system built into the phones'
operating systems.
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https://www.apple.com/COVID19/contacttracing
https://www.apple.com/au/newsroom/2020/04/apple-and-google-partner-on-COVID-19-contact-tracing-technology/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/model/


 

  

COVID-19 Exposure Notification System.

The system offers an opt-in exposure notification system that can alert
users if they have been in close promixity to someone diagnosed with
COVID-19.

Gapple's decentralized exposure notification system offers more privacy
and security than many other contact-tracing technologies, because:
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https://www.google.com/COVID19/exposurenotifications/


 

it does not collect or track device location
data is collected on the users' phones rather than a centralized
server
it does not share users' identities with other people, Apple or
Google
health authorities do not have direct access to the data
users can continue to use the public health authority's app
without opting into the Gapple exposure notifications, and can
turn the notification system off if they change their mind.

The system meets many of the basic principles of the American Civil
Liberties Union's criteria for technology-assisted contact tracing. And its
exposure notification settings appear in recent updates of both Android
and iOS devices. But without an app that uses the Gapple framework,
the exposure notification system cannot be used.

Gapple going global

Global support for the Gapple model is growing. The United Kingdom,
many parts of the United States, Switzerland, Latvia, Italy, Canada and 
Germany are abandoning their native contact-tracing technologies in
favor of a model that could achieve much more widespread adoption
worldwide.

The ease of communication between different devices will also make
Gapple a crucial part of international contact tracing once borders are
reopened in the future, and people start to travel.

In this light, it is hard to see why Australia resisted the calls to ditch
COVIDSafe and adopt the Gapple model.

Can Australians use Gapple anyway?
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https://medicalxpress.com/tags/health+authorities/
https://www.aclu.org/report/aclu-white-paper-principles-technology-assisted-contact-tracing
https://www.itnews.com.au/news/uk-ditches-homegrown-COVID-19-tracing-app-for-google-apple-model-549442
https://www.itnews.com.au/news/europe-pins-hopes-on-smarter-coronavirus-contact-tracing-apps-548982
https://9to5mac.com/2020/06/18/canada-national-contact-tracing-app-apple-api/
https://www.itnews.com.au/news/europe-pins-hopes-on-smarter-coronavirus-contact-tracing-apps-548982
https://www.innovationaus.com/govt-urged-to-ditch-COVIDsafe-for-gapple/#:~:text=GApple%20trace%3A%20A%20push%20to,settings%20of%20newly%20updated%20devices.


 

No, they can't, because the Gapple model requires users to download a
native app from their region's public health authority which uses the
Gapple exposure notification system. Australia's decision means that
won't be happening here any time soon.

In grappling with the dilemma between citizens' civil rights and curbing
the growth of the fatal COVID-19 virus, the Gapple model is a trade-off
to encourage higher uptake of contact-tracing technologies.

Ultimately, the Gapple model will be a step forward in the world's fight
against COVID-19, because it will encourage significant numbers of
people to use it.

The decision to persist with the COVIDSafe app, rather than adopting an
emerging global model, could have severe repercussions for Australians.
For any digital contact-tracing technology to work effectively, a large
number of people must use it, and COVIDSafe has fallen short of that
basic requirement.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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