
 

Once-gloomy scientist says future UK
lockdowns unlikely

August 7 2021, by Danica Kirka

  
 

  

Two women walk along Oxford Street while wearing a face masks against the
coronavirus in London, Friday, Aug. 6, 2021. The number of covid positive tests
for August 5, the latest available figure show the United Kingdom had just over
30,000 confirmed infections. Credit: AP Photo/Alastair Grant

A British scientist who gained prominence for issuing dire warnings
about the spread of COVID-19 said Saturday the U.K. is unlikely to
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need future lockdowns, although new infections may rise significantly as
social interactions increase.

Professor Neil Ferguson, an infectious disease expert at Imperial College
London, told The Times of London that Britain is likely to move to a
situation where the disease can be managed by vaccinations rather than
"crisis measures" such as lockdowns.

"I wouldn't rule it out altogether, but I think it's unlikely we will need a
new lockdown or even social-distancing measures of the type we've had
so far,'' he said. "The caveat to that is, of course, if the virus changes
substantially."

Data released Friday showed the latest virus surge in the U.K. has eased,
with the number of people testing positive for COVID-19 falling in most
parts of the country. Based on its weekly survey of infection levels, the
Office for National Statistics said infection rates appeared to be falling
in England, Scotland and Wales, though not in Northern Ireland, with the
biggest declines in younger age groups.

Public health experts credit the U.K.'s successful nationwide vaccination
program for slowing the spread of COVID-19 even in the face of the
more infectious delta variant, which was first discovered in India and is
now the dominant form of the disease in Britain. With almost 74% of
adults now fully vaccinated, the government plans to expand the program
to teenagers.
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In this Thursday, July 22, 2021 file photo, a health care worker fills a syringe
with the Pfizer COVID-19 vaccine, at the American Museum of Natural History
in New York. The U.K. is to offer coronavirus vaccines to 16 and 17-year-olds it
was announced Wednesday, Aug. 4 after the independent body of scientists that
makes recommendations over the rollout changed its advice. The four nations of
the U.K. all accepted the change in advice from the Joint Committee on
Vaccination and Immunization for healthy 16 to 17-year-olds to be offered a
first dose of the Pfizer vaccine, which has already been approved by Britain's
medical regulator for use for anyone aged 12 and over. Credit: AP Photo/Mary
Altaffer, File

The government reported 31,808 new infections across the U.K. on
Friday, down 42% from the peak of the third wave in mid-July.
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But many scientists warn that infection levels are still too high for
complacency and that the reported figures may be inaccurate due to a
drop in testing. Over the past week, the U.K. has reported an average of
26,513 new cases a day, up from fewer than 2,000 cases a day in late
April. It still has the second-worst pandemic death toll in Europe after
Russia, with over 130,000 confirmed deaths.

The sensitivity of the issue can be seen in the latest controversy
surrounding Prime Minister Boris Johnson.

The Guardian newspaper reported Friday that Johnson had been in close
contact with a staff member who later tested positive for COVID-19,
which should require Johnson to self-isolate for 10 days under rules
designed to combat the disease.
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Britain's Chancellor of the Exchequer Rishi Sunak, right, talks to Ed Bartlam,
founder of Underbelly during a visit to London Wonderground festival, as he
announces further support for the events sector, in London, Thursday, Aug. 5,
2021. Live events are set to be covered by a Government-backed £750 million
insurance scheme in a bid to stop a second summer of mass cancellations due to
coronavirus. Credit: Peter Nicholls/Pool Photo via AP

But Johnson's refusal to self-isolate has sparked criticism from the
opposition Labour Party, which says it's another example of "one rule
for them and another for everyone else."

The drop in U.K. infection rates has surprised some scientists. Many had
predicted a sharp rise this summer after the government lifted most
remaining lockdown restrictions on July 19.

Ferguson urged caution.

"We're at a stage where we've got a huge amount of immunity in the
population, but the virus is more transmissible than it's ever been, so we
have this complicated trade-off," Ferguson said. "If we increase
contacts, then we may well reach another point where we start seeing
increasing case numbers again."

After successfully vaccinating most people over 50, Britain is now
focusing on younger people.

One university is even offering cash prizes to students who have been
fully vaccinated. All students at Sussex University are being entered into
a drawing, with 10 winners receiving 5,000 pounds ($6,937) if they can
prove they are double-jabbed or exempt.
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In this Sunday, June 30, 2019 file photo, revelers react to Kylie Minogue as she
performs at the Glastonbury Festival, Somerset, England. Organizers of live
events in the U.K., such as festivals and theaters, have given their partial support
to a new coronavirus-related insurance initiative aimed at easing their financial
worries. In a statement late Thursday, Aug. 5, 2021 the government said it was
backing a 750 million-pound ($1 billion) insurance scheme that will cover the
cancellation costs incurred by the hard-hit live events sector in the event of
further lockdowns in the year from Sept. Credit: Photo by Grant
Pollard/Invision/AP, File

Professor Adam Tickell, the university's vice-chancellor, denied the
move amounted to "bribing" students to get vaccinated.
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"We're not bribing them,'' Tickell told the BBC. "We're just giving an
incentive."

© 2021 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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