
Public health and politics are inseparable, as Omicron and the UK’s
response remind us
Martin McKee professor of European public health

It was always a matter of when rather than if. The
emergence of a new variant of SARS-CoV-2 with the
ability to escapeprior immunitywas inevitable, given
the evolutionary pressures on the virus and its ability
to mutate.1 And we can already say with certainty
that Omicron will not be the last variant. Indeed,
there are already reports of a further mutation that
undermines the ability to track Omicron by means of
its signature on PCR testing—the S Gene Target
Failure.2

Although the evidence is still fragmentary, we have
learnt a great deal about this variant in only a few
weeks, not least becauseof the remarkableworkdone
by some amazing South African scientists. Genome
sequencing has found at least four sets of mutations
causing concern—with potential to attach more
strongly to cells, to reproduce more quickly, and to
evadeboth innate andantibody-induced immunity.3
Virologists and immunologists have shown that the
ability of antibodies from vaccination or prior
infection are much less effective in neutralising it,
although the precise estimates differ.4
Epidemiologists in South Africa and elsewhere have
shown that infections are spreading far faster than
previously, with accounts of superspreading events
suggesting an exceptionally high attack rate. And
although some initial reports suggested that it may
only cause mild infections, the analysts at South
Africa’sNational Institute forCommunicableDiseases
have established an excellent surveillance system
that is showing a steep increase in hospitalisations.5
Putting all of this together, those advising the British
government are right to be concerned. And they have
now convinced ministers to act on their warnings.
The Westminster government’s Plan B has finally
been activated for England (many of its provisions
are already in place in the devolved nations).6

So, what will change? In a reversal of previous efforts
to encourage more people to go into offices, they will
be advised to work from home, if possible, from 13
December. Facemasks will be compulsory in more
settings, such as theatres and cinemas, from 10
December. NHS covid passes will be required in
venues with large numbers of people. And those in
contactwith someonewhohas covidwill be required
to take a lateral flow test daily.

When assessing pandemic countermeasures, it is
always a good idea to go back to first principles.
Decisions should be based on what we know about
how this virus spreads. We now know that the
predominant mode of spread is airborne, with
transmission most likely in any setting where large
numbers of people aremixing for prolongedperiods,
in enclosed poorly ventilated spaces, without face
coverings. From this it follows that anything we do

should seek to minimise these opportunities.
Obviously, some of the measures proposed do this
but there aremany glaring gaps and inconsistencies.
How can it be sensible to have an exemption to the
requirement towearmasks for thosewhoare singing,
especially given the many superspreading events
associated with this activity?7 As comedians have
noted, we are now in a situation where meeting at
work is discouraged, but meeting at a party is not.8
Even thoughoneof the key lessons fromearlierwaves
was the importance of offering support to those who
need to isolate, the new measures include no
provisions for doing so.9 What is being done to
support NHS and social care staff, who must be
dreading the prospect of another rapid increase in
cases? What about schools, where covid-19 has been
spreading for months? If suggestions from South
Africa that children are being especially affected by
Omicron prove accurate, surely they should be a
priority? And are the measures too late? The new
variant has already spreadwidely across theUK,with
widespread acceptance that the figures we have are
a substantial underestimate. So,while there are some
things to be welcomed in Plan B, it is very far from a
scientifically coherent package and, given what we
already know, it seems very unlikely to be able to
control the spread of Omicron.

Yetmanyof thesequestionshavebeenovershadowed
by something else, the events in Downing Street last
December. Precisely what happened then remains
far from clear, not least because explanations from
ministers stretch credibility. Boris Johnson, the prime
minister, andotherministers have repeatedly refused
to say whether a party took place at a time when it
wouldhavebeenunlawful given the covid restrictions
then in place, instead insisting that the guidance was
followed.10 Much may depend on the definition of
theword “party,”whichnow, to the surprise ofmany,
seems to exclude an event attended by 40 or more
people in which wine and cheese were consumed
and games were played. An emerging issue seems to
be whether it was planned in advance, raising
questions about whether the term “surprise party” is
actually an oxymoron.11 All should become clear
sometime in 2022 when Simon Case, cabinet
secretary, has completed his investigation, although
having done so he may then wish to consider why,
seemingly, there is no easily obtainable record ofwho
comes and goes in Downing Street.

In fairness the prime minister has now apologised,
although not for whatever may have taken place on
the 18 December 2020 (or for any of the other similar
events that are reported to have taken place in
Downing Street around the same time when London
was in lockdown). Rather, he was sorry for the
impression given by a film clip of his spokesperson
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Allegra Stratton, who was laughing at a preparation session for a
press briefing when asked about “this fictional party.”

This matters. Behavioural scientists have long pointed to the
importance of trust in messengers and clarity of messaging. At the
end of the first wave of the pandemic, when the message “Stay
Home”was replacedby “StayAlert,”manypeople, quite reasonably,
were puzzled by what this meant given the threat came from a virus
that was invisible to them. Not unreasonably, the public has
struggled with continually changing, and often poorly explains
policies creating what has been described as “Alert Fatigue.”12

Bizarrely, in response to a question the day following the
announcement of the most recent measures, the prime minister’s
spokesperson is reported to have suggested that someone who
decided to sing in a supermarket would be exempt from mask
wearing if they had a “reasonable excuse.”13

Inevitably, those, including many Conservative MPs, who are
ideologically opposed to many of the measures needed to control
covid transmission are exploiting this confusion. This is not helped
by the approach taken by the Metropolitan Police, who have, to
widespread incredulity, said that they do not investigate events
that took place in the past and who, despite having many police
officers guarding Downing Street at all times, seem unable to find
any evidence of what took place there.14 Those charged with
breaching the covid regulations and whose cases are still going
through the courts may have sympathy with the narrative that it is
“one rule for themandanother for us.”Given that theprimeminister
can rely on support from other parties, opposition from his own
side should not prevent passage of the necessary legislation,
although it could create political problems within the Conservative
Party.

But will this make any difference to people’s behaviour? We have
some directly relevant evidence from research on what has become
known as the “Cummings effect” after the prime minister’s advisor
who travelled away from London after contracting covid.15 That
was associated with a marked decline in trust in the government
and a more rapid decline in adherence to guidelines among those
in England, but not in Scotland or Wales. It is also likely to
encourage theminority of peoplewho reject anymeasures they feel
are imposed on them by the government. But throughout the
pandemic the vast majority of the population have adhered to
guidance, often taking a much more cautious line than the
government.16 This, at least, is reassuring. Of course, it would help
if the messaging by the government was clearer. But in all of this,
the primeministermust balance science andpolitics, a particularly
difficult featwhen evenhis strongest supporters are askingwhether
hehas becomea liability for his party. The result of the forthcoming
by-election in Shropshire, ironically precipitated by issues related
to contracts for covid tests, may provide the answer.
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