Minutes of the Derby Medical Society, Tuesday 14™ November 2023
Derby Medical School Lecture Theatre

Science, Policy and Leadership during the SARS-CoV-2 Pandemic
Professor Sir Jonathan Van-Tam MBE FMed Sci

Apologies:  None received

Everybody was welcomed to this meeting of the Derby Medical Society by Dr Tanya Bleiker.
The Society was informed of the sad passing of Mr Roger Chapman, a longstanding and
active member of the Society. A period of silence as a mark of respect was then observed
before the start of the meeting.

Minutes of meeting on 08/11/23 read by Dr John McIntyre

Dr Heather Kinsella introduced Professor Van-Tam. He is a ‘local lad’ with strong
connections to the East Midlands, having been brought up in Boston, graduating from the
University of Nottingham and being a loyal fan of Boston United Football Club. After a
period in hospital medicine he trained in public health and epidemiology with an interest in
influenza and respiratory viruses. He has held a variety of posts in both the private and
public sector. In 2017 he became deputy Chief Medical Officer for England. When the
COVID-19 pandemic hit he had a high profile role and quickly established a reputation of
being able to communicate the science concisely and clearly to the whole population. He is
particularly remembered for using analogies to great effect to get important messages across.
At the end of his time as Deputy CMO he became Faculty Pro-Vice Chancellor for Medicine
and Health Science at the University of Nottingham. He was knighted in the 2022 New years
honours list but was unable to attend having contracted COVID-19. He is currently involved
in various consultancy roles.

Professor Van-Tam introduced the scope of his lecture Science, Policy and Leadership during
the SARS-CoV-2 Pandemic. He started with the scale of the problem and how it compared
with the major pandemics of the 20" century especially the 1918 Influenza pandemic where
the number of deaths world-wide was estimated at 20-40 million. There are however more
reliable figures for the excess civilian deaths in Britain (198000). This puts in perspective the
excess deaths from SARS-Cov-2 in England and Wales (100000). The data also showed that
the highest rate of spread was in the 16-29 age group, consistent with known behavioural
patterns. However, compared with influenza, mortality in this group was similar to influenza
whereas in 80 year olds it was 20x greater and there was high hospitalisation rates in the over
50’s. The rapid spread, high mortality and lack of therapeutic interventions led to very real
fears of the healthcare system being totally overwhelmed and resources were put into
establishing ‘Nightingale’ hospitals although they were never needed in the numbers that
might have been required.

Professor Van-Tam outlined the leadership challenges being faced. There were many
unknowns, no easy choices and an uncertain road ahead. The response that evolved was from
a largely social intervention based one, on a long established historical approach to infectious
disease outbreaks, to a largely targeted medical intervention approach. Social measures
included lockdowns, quarantine, PPE, self isolation and closing high risk occupations. The
public health imperative initially was to delay spread to give time for medical intervention to



become available. Political leaders had the task of integrating the science with
social/economic issues before making decisions. Given the huge unknowns and imperfect
data, communicating honestly to policymakers and the public was challenging. Calm
reassurance, holding our nerve and individual actions did have the desired epidemiological
impact.

Vaccines offered hope for altering the course of the pandemic. The UK Vaccine Task Force
led by Kate Bingham combined private and public resources to great effect and the
collaboration brought a variety of potential vaccines to the clinical arena in exceptionally
short time. The UK was also well place for implementing a vaccine programme due to
having an independent expert committee (the JCVI) that took a data driven approach. It
became clear that age bands gave clarity on benefit with the greatest impact on mortality: in
the elderly (NNT 20) compared with an NNT of 47000 in <50’s. To maximise coverage from
vaccines it was decided to give an extended interval between doses. Although data supported
this concept it was controversial but later information from SIREN ultimately showed the
benefit of this approach. What was unforeseen was some of the rare but serious side effects
from the AZ vaccine and this had to be honestly and carefully handled to ensure confidence
was retained in the programme while those who needed could be offered an alternative.
Alongside the vaccine programme, crucial research through national platform studies (such as
Recovery, Remap-Cap, Solidarity, Panoramic) quickly established what if any were the roles
of treatments such as dexamethasone or molnupiravir exemplifying how important rigorous
research methodology was to getting accurate clinical information for clinicians. The
combined efforts saw emergence of increased immunity, improved treatments, and reduced
virulence that gradually reduced lethality to COVID-19 and resulted in lifting of the social
restrictions.

Professor Van-Tam then discussed his personal reflections on teamwork and the role of an
independent CMO in Government. Some key points were that ‘advisers advise, Ministers
decide’ and the importance to always speak ‘truth to power’. The CMO team often debated
the science but always gave a unified view and were careful to look after each other and
knew the strengths within the team. The 7 habits of HEP were often a useful framework eg
begin with the end in mind. In considering what comes next, it is clear that Covid has not
gone away and current date shows rates of hospitalisation greater than for flu or RSV. How
future variants will behave is hard to predict. The current programme of vaccines targets the
most vulnerable groups but could be widened if needed.

Professor Van-Tam concluded with personal perspectives. In childhood reading the story of
Saburo Sakao, a fighter pilot in WW2 from Japan, left him with a sense of the importance of
courage, duty and mission. His military experiences have also given him key markers that
helped him get through: sometimes life hands you hard stuff; stand still-discipline and
control; any fool can be miserable; keep putting one foot in front of the other; chop it into
small digestible chunks. Professor Van-Tam then explained how the Number 10 Press
briefings were organised. He finished with a pertinent reflection from the stained glass
windows of St Conan’s Kirk Loch Awe that captured his journey: I have fought a good fight
(put in the best effort I can); I have finished my course (gone as far as I can go or completed
the task set); I have kept the faith (stuck to my values ethics and beliefs)

There was an informative Q&A session at the end of the lecture followed by a vote of thanks
from Dr Ian Shand



61 members/guests signed the register.



