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            This book is dedicated to all those who worked so hard to save lives and help our country get through the Covid-19 pandemic, and to my wonderful children, who sustain me.
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            Prologue

         

         In human history, there has never been anything like the speed and intensity of the pandemic which swept the world in 2020. Governments did their best, but most struggled to respond to the remorseless virus and our fast-changing understanding of how it should be fought. The cost in lives, livelihoods and lost health and opportunities was incalculable.

         I was in the hot-seat. From the first warning signs in Wuhan through to the massive national response, I was at the centre of events. It was the most important thing I have done in my life and I gave it my all. I am proud of what we achieved, especially on the vaccine, but there is much to learn for the next public health crisis of this kind, which I am sure will happen in my lifetime. That’s why I have written this book: to tell the story of what actually happened, as I experienced it. What follows is the first and most detailed account of the pandemic from inside government. Written as a diary, sometimes hour by hour but mostly day by day, it charts the key events and how I felt about them at the time.

         Of course, I didn’t have time to keep a detailed diary in the midst of the maelstrom, nor would it have been right to do so. For the best part of eighteen months, I spent almost every waking hour managing our response, alongside the many amazing healthcare professionals, x carers, public servants and other key workers who did so much to save lives and keep the country going.

         My typical day started at 6 a.m., checking overnight messages and the news. Typically I would be responsible for over half of the stories on the BBC each morning when I woke. I would see my family for half an hour over breakfast and leave for the department at around 7.30 a.m. I would generally have twelve to fifteen meetings per day, mostly in my cavernous office on the ninth floor of the Department of Health on Victoria Street, overlooking Parliament and half of London, or in the Cabinet Room in 10 Downing Street. My diary would be constantly moving. On particularly busy days my private office, which operated on a shift system to keep up with the workload, would schedule me five-minute breaks to go to the loo. Every day, I would respond to literally hundreds of emails and messages and dozens of phone calls. At night I would typically read and comment on around twenty extensive papers in my red box. All this was in addition to the press conferences, parliamentary statements, social media posts and videos and TV and radio interviews, of which I naturally did more than any other member of the government. I always tried to get to bed by midnight, because I always needed to be functioning the next day.

         I say none of this for sympathy and deserve none. I chose to accept the role of Health Secretary and a pandemic is an occupational hazard, as war is to a soldier. To serve in this way was an honour. All I can say is that I did everything I could.

         The account that follows has been meticulously pieced together from my formal papers held by the department; contemporaneous notes and voice memos; my communications with ministerial colleagues; interviews with many of the participants and myriad other emails and messages that record what happened and why particular decisions were taken. Anything directly quoted is from a recorded source. It is not a memoir – though I have included a chapter of reflections with hindsight as an epilogue.

         I have not been exhaustive. To do so would make the book unreadable. The task of a comprehensive assessment rightly falls to the xi public inquiry, which I enthusiastically welcome, and to which I have made available all my materials. Instead I have tried to focus on events in which I was directly involved. I have included some of the lighter moments to try to give a sense of what it was really like. Amid the enormous hard work and heavy sense of responsibility, there were of course chinks of light, though I was always mindful of the very serious situation and the fact that many families tragically lost loved ones – including my own.

         I have tried to be fair to those with whom I worked. So many people worked so hard in the national interest. I was supported by an amazing team of ministers, advisers of all kinds and an extremely talented civil service and wider team. I have included the names of the most senior figures and those with whom I worked most closely. I am incredibly grateful to them all.

         I was supported throughout the worst times by my family and by Martha, none of whom I saw enough of, and I am grateful for their support. In writing this book I have also had the help of another incredible team: my researcher, Asher Glynn, who pulled together a vast quantity of material and turned it into a coherent mass; Jack Grimston, who put it into rough diary form and interviewed me to improve my recall of events; my fiercely loyal and effective communications adviser, James Davies; the diligent Josh Dolder; and above all Isabel Oakeshott, whose tenacity at getting me to remember the most telling detail and gift in improving my drafting to create a compelling account are second to none. Without all these people the book would not have been possible. I am also enormously grateful to Elizabeth Hitchcock, Bobby Bennett, Harry Pearce Gould and Chloe Osborne in my constituency team for helping me do my job as MP, and to Rachel Hood and the West Suffolk team for their support throughout it all.

         Throughout the project, Gina’s love and advice in helping me articulate how I felt about what happened – as she did throughout the pandemic – were invaluable. Most of all I am grateful for the love of my children, who have given me plenty of advice about this book, and to whom it is dedicated.

      

   


   
      
         
            January 2020

         

         WEDNESDAY 1 JANUARY

         I woke up in Suffolk after a quiet New Year’s Eve. Last time I pulled an all-nighter was a couple of weeks ago after the general election. As I was waiting for my result in my constituency in Newmarket, Conservative HQ called asking me to go to a victory rally in Westminster at 6 a.m. High on adrenaline, I hammered down the motorway to London, rolled into the QEII Centre and found myself standing in a massive placard-laden crowd next to an exuberant Boris, who was waxing lyrical about delivering on our manifesto commitments to the NHS. Turning to me, he declared that I would make sure that we honoured our election promises on the NHS. I knew my job was safe.

         As I then made my way out of the room, I saw my three brilliant special advisers – Jamie Njoku-Goodwin, Emma Dean and Allan Nixon – somewhat the worse for wear from the election night party. Looking at the state of them – Jamie still in his shades – it must have been quite a celebration.

         At 7 a.m., we trooped bleary-eyed back to my office on the ninth floor of the Department of Health and Social Care (DHSC), only to discover that it had been completely emptied of my personal effects. My bookshelves, normally packed with biographies, policy tomes and the various Acts of Parliament I’ve proudly steered onto the statute 2book, had been stripped bare. My stuff was all in boxes. They had clearly been preparing for a changing of the guard: British politics is brutal. We cheerfully put it all back in place and got to work.

         So a new political year begins, with an eighty-seat majority. Politically, things look good. Five years in office and a civil service team super-responsive to the clear mandate – something they have been missing for some time. Boris says he’s going to ‘get Brexit done’, and he means it.

         As for me? I’m in reasonable shape. I could be fitter, but it’s not terminal decline. Plus, I love my job and am fired up about delivering our manifesto promises and seizing on the massive improvements to healthcare that are just around the corner: in cancer, dementia and preventative healthcare we are on the cusp of a revolution every bit as big as the digital revolution in every other part of life.

         As much as I’m savouring the idea that we might just have achieved a two-term victory, the past five years have been a long and painful lesson in just how unpredictable this business is. Standing in my kitchen in Suffolk, I scanned my New Year’s Day copy of The Times for clues as to what might be lurking around the corner. The only thing on my patch was a news-in-brief story about a mystery pneumonia outbreak in China. There were enough people in hospital for Beijing to have put out an alert. It reminded me a bit of SARS (severe acute respiratory syndrome) back in 2003, which killed hundreds of people, mainly in China and Hong Kong. I asked private office to put together a briefing and made a mental note to raise it when I got back.

         THURSDAY 2 JANUARY

         I have two or three mega things to sort this year; a series of other worthwhile challenges (e.g. cutting the eyewatering cost of clinical negligence); and endless minor irritations. In the mega category are the forty new hospitals and 50,000 more nurses we promised during the election campaign. I backed these pledges and truly believe they’re achievable, but they just won’t happen unless I apply relentless pressure to all the parts of the machine that need to crank into action. 3Likewise, the NHS is crying out for a more modern, tech-enabled approach. It’s the only way to make it sustainable in the long term, and if like me you really believe in the NHS, you’ve got to reform it to bring it into the modern age.

         Among multiple items in the minor irritation category is a somewhat random proposal that’s come up to ban menthol cigarettes. ‘Remind me why we’re doing that?’ I asked my team. Cue blank faces all round. The only reason anyone could come up with is that Brussels told us to. So we are bringing in an EU law after we leave the EU with no justification except that it’s an EU law?

         Bonkers.

         FRIDAY 3 JANUARY

         Every Health Secretary spends winter worrying. Last autumn I took a deep dive into why we always seem to have a crisis. There’s a general assumption that it comes down to extra demand. I’ve done the analysis and found that this is only half true. In fact, the busiest month for patients turning up at A&E is not actually winter at all; it’s July. But staffing doesn’t get matched to demand. Add to that the entirely preventable action that should keep people out of hospital but doesn’t happen. Both of these are entirely fixable and I intend to sort them.

         Another thing that would make a huge difference is if all frontline staff were vaccinated for flu. I’ve long thought it should be mandatory. A bad flu season is the difference between just about coping and complete meltdown for the NHS. Surely if you give your life to caring for people, protecting them from disease is a must?

         Perhaps surprisingly – given his strong libertarian leanings – Boris agrees. When I raised it with him straight after the election, his response was: ‘Just get on with it.’ Unfortunately, the doctors’ and nurses’ trade unions – the British Medical Association (BMA) and the Royal College of Nursing (RCN) – are dead against the idea, so it’s not easy.

         Sky News called this evening, wanting me to do a short clip tomorrow morning about embracing technology in the NHS. Sadly they don’t have a truck with a camera within reach of our farmhouse in 4Suffolk, so it was a non-starter. I’ve learned the hard way that when I’m giving interviews here, Skype is not an option – especially not when talking about technology. Last time I tried, I was mid-flow, waxing lyrical about digital transformation, when the connection died. Not the best look for a champion of innovation.

         SUNDAY 5 JANUARY

         More in the papers on the new disease in China. There are now fifty-nine cases; seven of these patients are seriously ill with breathing problems. The WHO (World Health Organization) has got involved via its east Asia head office in Manila.

         There are jitters in Hong Kong and Singapore, including a suspected case in a three-year-old Chinese girl who’d recently been to a city called Wuhan. Almost nobody here has heard of it, but it’s vast: almost 10 million people, about 700 miles south of Beijing; the capital of Hubei province. Looking at it on the map reminded me of one of my first trips to China. It was back in 2007 and I was accompanying David Cameron soon after he became Tory Party leader. He went to another of these vast unknown cities – Chongqing – to give a speech. I remember our Foreign Office man there complaining bitterly that he hadn’t seen the sun for six months because the smog was so bad. The Chinese, of course, have no way to describe the Leader of the Opposition. Literally lost for words, they strung up a huge banner saying, ‘Chongqing University welcomes David Cameron: Next Prime Minister of United Kingdom’. Obviously David was delighted, but it hammered home the absurdity of autocratic regimes. They simply had no concept of official political opposition.

         Re. the virus, I asked my private office for a full briefing tomorrow morning. I don’t like it when the best information I’m getting is from the newspapers.

         MONDAY 6 JANUARY

         First day back in the office. There’s a tangible sense of optimism. Big focus on delivering our manifesto commitments and living up to the faith people put in us, many for the first time. 5

         I had a meeting with our new CMO (chief medical officer), Professor Chris Whitty, and his team to talk about mandatory flu jabs. He gave the cases for and against. Doctors are already obliged to be vaccinated against hepatitis, but that’s a one-off. This would be a major expansion. Chris sees both sides of the argument, but senior NHS figures have put it in the ‘too-difficult’ box because of trade union opposition. I think that’s an abdication of leadership. It would save thousands of lives.

         While I had so many experts in the room, I took the chance to ask what we know about the new disease in China. Chris and his team told me they’re across it, though there’s not much to go on. They’re trying to get whatever information they can out of the Chinese and the WHO. There’s a suggestion of a link with a so-called wet market – one of those medieval-style places with caged live animals which are slaughtered right in front of you. This one is said to sell pangolins and various other exotic wildlife. Apparently many of the patients are connected to the market in some way. I’ve seen these places in Vietnam and they are repulsive – shutting them seems a good idea whether or not there’s any link with the disease.

         We talked about the chances of the virus coming here. Nobody knows, but Chris’s view is that we need to be vigilant. I asked to see the emergency plans that were put together after a Whitehall pandemic preparation exercise a few years ago under my predecessor Jeremy Hunt, known as Exercise Cygnus. I also asked about the likely need for a vaccine. It’s too early to know whether the vaccines we have stockpiled will work against this, I was told, but creating a new one normally takes many years.

         TUESDAY 7 JANUARY

         I asked Chris Whitty to pop up and see me again about the new disease. We found out overnight it’s not a flu but a novel coronavirus. This is not good news. We’ve millions of stockpiled flu vaccines – I signed off updating the supply last year – but nobody has ever invented a vaccine against a coronavirus. 6

         I appointed Chris as chief medical officer last year after Dame Sally Davies retired. He’d been the chief scientist in the department for several years and had a hugely respected and broad career; very varied and mostly international. I’d first come across him when he played a key role in stopping the spread of Ebola as it threatened to escape from west Africa in 2015. His careful, diligent approach and fierce intelligence made him the obvious choice. Inside the department there are lots of Chrises, so he is known formally as CMO and informally as the Prof.

         He told me that Singapore and Hong Kong have started screening all arrivals from Wuhan for symptoms – mainly fever and coughing. Breathing problems seem to come later. There’s no evidence yet of human-to-human transmission, which is the critical tell-tale sign of a potential pandemic, but it’s too early to tell.

         At 7 p.m. we had the first vote of the year in the Commons. I found the PM in the voting lobby looking like he’d had a good Christmas and revelling in all the congratulatory back slaps from colleagues. We walked through the lobby together, and I told him about the new disease.

         ‘You keep an eye on it,’ he said breezily. ‘It will probably go away like all the others.’

         Hmm. I can see why he thinks so: SARS and MERS were big false alarms for the UK. We are both optimists – and I hope he is right – but it’s my job to keep a watching brief.

         In more trivial news, a picture of my Union Jack socks has somehow gone viral after I was pictured on my way into Cabinet yesterday. My old university friend and communications specialist Gina Coladangelo was not particularly impressed and messaged saying I shouldn’t wear them too often. I thought I was being patriotic, but she thinks they’re a bit UKIP.

         THURSDAY 9 JANUARY

         A bad start to the day: getting a kicking over GP numbers on Radio 4’s Today programme and not being able to kick back. Ministers are 7banned from going on the show by No. 10, so our defence was limited to a lame official statement tagged onto the end of what was a long and emotive report. Dominic Cummings, Boris’s chief adviser, sees the Today programme as an anti-Tory resistance bunker packed with Islington Remoaners and doesn’t think we should dignify it with our presence. I think that is very pig-headed. It’s a major national media outlet with 6 million listeners. We are cutting off our noses to spite our faces.

         Later I got my first written briefing about the virus from the department. They still don’t know a lot, but it looks like our carefully laid plans for a flu pandemic aren’t going to be much use. This virus appears to have a much longer incubation period, though I am reassuringly told that the six known coronaviruses aren’t transmitted by people without symptoms. Encouragingly, it doesn’t appear to affect children. However, there is a possibility that domestic animals may be what scientists call a ‘reservoir’ of the disease. Apparently felines are a particular worry. Here’s hoping that particular concern proves unsubstantiated. The Great British public put up with mass culling of cows, pigs and sheep during BSE and foot-and-mouth disease, but God help any politician who comes for their pet cats.

         The body responsible for tracking and protecting us from pandemics, Public Health England (PHE), wants to publish some generic infection control advice tomorrow. It’s a rehash of existing advice, so no big deal. Since they’re the experts, I say fine. The more information out there the better.

         What is a big deal is that PHE is now categorising the virus as a ‘high-consequence infectious disease’. It means that anyone treating patients who might have it will need to wear hazmat suits. Luckily we stockpiled huge amounts for a potential flu pandemic. Meanwhile work is under way within PHE to develop a test for the virus. They can do this once the Chinese publish the genome, which could be any day. It’s amazing that we can develop a test for a microscopic organism so quickly. 8

         FRIDAY 10 JANUARY

         I went up to Doncaster to visit the Royal Infirmary. The building is knackered. I dropped heavy hints that it could become one of our promised forty new hospitals. I told the local paper that the new MP, Nick Fletcher, has been on my case non-stop about it, which is true. A Tory MP in Doncaster? I still find it hard to believe. If we’re going to keep the red wall painted blue, decent hospitals are essential, but they will not materialise unless Rishi Sunak, the Chief Secretary to the Treasury, is onside.

         SATURDAY 11 JANUARY

         First death from the virus in China – at least, the first one they’ve told us about.

         The victim died two days ago and was a regular customer at the wet market. He’s said to have had various pre-existing health conditions. We still have no idea how infectious or serious this thing is. The hope is that it might just fade away like SARS.

         More positively, the Chinese have published the genetic code. It turns out they actually completed the work two days before sharing the results, which is annoying, but at least the ball’s now rolling and they’re being surprisingly open. We can get going on tests and even start the process of developing a vaccine. Normally, the Chinese make a lot of noise about wanting to work together and having ‘high-level dialogue’ etc. while giving nothing away.

         Sir Keir Starmer, who looks like the frontrunner in the Labour leadership contest, has launched his campaign in Manchester. The hard left seem to think he might be the new Tony Blair. Not likely: he may be clever, but he seems a bit dreary. Anyway, anyone’s better than Jeremy Corbyn.

         SUNDAY 12 JANUARY

         The WHO has published its first analysis of the disease. Initial data shows that it has a lower mortality rate than SARS but is much more infectious. Counter-intuitively, that means if it spreads, the total 9number of deaths will be higher – a lower mortality multiplied by a very large number of cases. I’ve got a bad feeling about this. Other than it apparently not affecting children, each new fact we discover is bad. The advice from my scientists is excellent, but I’m not getting much of a response from the rest of the system.

         If it’s a ‘low mortality but high infectiousness’ disease, it’s going to be difficult to explain to people. Discussing risk is one of the hardest things to do in politics. Get one word or phrase wrong, and the consequences can be dire: either increasing the very risk you’re trying to avoid or changing people’s behaviour in some way that is not helpful. Tricky.

         I took a call from Gordon Sanghera, chief executive of Oxford Nanopore, which designs tests based on genetic sequencing. He reckons they can come up with something in a matter of days. I’ve seen their DNA testing devices – they’re amazing – so I believe him. If this could be infectious enough to spread worldwide, we’ll need all the technology we can get.

         MONDAY 13 JANUARY

         NERVTAG (the New and Emerging Respiratory Virus Threats Advisory Group) held a teleconference on the virus this morning. It’s a high-powered group of scientists specialising in novel respiratory illnesses, chaired by Peter Horby, the Oxford specialist. Professor Neil Ferguson, of Imperial College, London, is a member. Jonathan Van-Tam, one of Chris Whitty’s three deputies, attends as an observer.

         I wanted to know whether we need to start screening people at airports. Definitely not, according to NERVTAG. They think screening at airports will only slow the virus getting to the UK down a bit. Knowing his love of flying, Grant Shapps, the Transport Secretary, would go ballistic if we even suggested it. What would make a massive difference is if the Chinese stopped people leaving Wuhan. I’m struggling to see how they justify letting people flood out of the city when they know there’s such a big potential problem.

         One thing that is reassuring the scientists is that there has never 10been a coronavirus known to transmit without symptoms. But there’s always a first time and if this advice is wrong, and there’s a chance the disease is being transmitted asymptomatically, it will probably have spread quite widely outside Wuhan already.

         My attitude is it’s vital we base our decisions on science, not my hunches. I’m lucky to be surrounded by some of the best scientists in the world. Then again, it’s also my job to challenge the experts from a lay perspective. I asked Sir Chris Wormald, my Permanent Secretary at the DHSC, to come into my office this morning with the top team to think through how we should handle what is clearly going to be a very science-driven response with wider issues to consider. He advised me to think about it this way: ‘We should be guided by the science.’ That doesn’t mean blindly following it; it means taking the science as the starting point.

         All this goes to the core of decision making. As a minister, you constantly have to take decisions. Civil servants typically give you options, whether in a paper or in a meeting, usually highlighting their preferred choice. Special advisers give you a rounded view on the advice, taking in the political and wider considerations. Sometimes what’s recommended is the best course of action, but not always. The best decisions often come when the team argues it out in front of you. I hate it when they stitch it up in advance, agree a preferred approach and present it as a single, unanimous recommendation. Sometimes you find out afterwards that there was a huge row about how to present a unified front when you actually wanted to see the argument. Civil servants are generally very bright, committed people but too often hate any confrontation in front of the minister. I want to know what they really think.

         We agreed that PHE should put out more guidance saying the risk to people in the UK is still ‘very low’ and advising anyone visiting Wuhan to wash their hands and ‘minimise contact’ with live birds and animals in markets there. (You’d think people would wash their hands anyway if they go round touching live bats at market stalls…) We’ve also been poring over contingency plans in case this gets really bad. Officials 11earnestly inform me that every local authority and every NHS organisation in the country has a pandemic preparedness plan ‘on the shelf’ ready and waiting. The question is whether these documents are worth the paper they’re written on. I’ve asked to see a random selection.

         The good news is we’ve got a billion items of disposable personal protective equipment (PPE) stockpiled and ready to dispatch to hospitals if required. It’s stashed away at a secret location in the north-west, where it’s been gathering dust – hopefully not literally – since it was put together in 2009.

         At the moment the response is still very much within our remit in the Department of Health – hospital capacity, nursing numbers, any legislative changes we might need, testing and the very early work on a vaccine – but the rest of government will need to crank up in case this goes global. So far I am not getting much back – the system is preoccupied with delivering Brexit at the end of the month.

         TUESDAY 14 JANUARY

         Andrew Wakefield, the ‘doctor’ who got struck off for his outrageous scaremongering over the MMR jab, has reared his ugly head again. Just when we may need a vaccine for a deadly new disease, he’s plugging some new film called Vaxxed II: The People’s Truth. Apparently it’s being marketed on secret Facebook groups. I cannot believe that he’s still in circulation, spreading his misinformation. Or that he used to date the supermodel Elle Macpherson. How did that happen?

         I don’t want any of his latest nonsense getting any traction, so I issued a statement about the wonders of modern vaccines and the dangers of listening to misleading tripe.

         Meanwhile PHE has come up with a diagnostic test. You’ve got to hand it to them: China only published the genetic code three days ago, and they’ve already figured out how to spot it in a drop of saliva. I had a spare hour this afternoon, so I popped into Chris Whitty’s office to discuss the latest developments. I noticed that he has a Union Jack flying from his balcony, which I hadn’t clocked before. The Prof is a committed internationalist who has spent most of his life in 12developing countries where he thinks he can do the greatest good to the greatest number. Clearly he’s also a patriot.

         We discussed what we know about the virus and he stressed the importance of the R number: the average number of secondary infections produced by a single infected person. This determines how fast the disease spreads. One of the joys of being a minister is getting the best advice the British government has to offer. It felt like a tutorial from a world expert, which, in a way, it was.

         I was struck by the similarity of Chris’s epidemiology to my economics experience at the Bank of England. Both are about the interaction of science and human behaviour. The statistical techniques are almost identical – all about the interaction of linear and exponential growth.

         I asked about a vaccine. He says there are effectively two types: one that’s ‘pandemic-ending’ and prevents people getting ill and passing on the virus; the other that’s ‘pandemic-modifying’, meaning it helps prevent illness but doesn’t stop the disease in its tracks. The experts seem to agree that with something spreading as fast as it is in China, it’s best not to count on eradication.

         Rosie Winterton, the Labour MP in Doncaster Central, is furious that I didn’t tell her I was going up to her patch the other day. My bad. It’s a rule with ministerial visits that you should tell the local MPs. Rosie got very huffy and demanded to speak to Chris Wormald, which would have been a complete waste of his time. Allan Nixon, whose job is to manage my links with MPs, generously offered to take the blame, but I decided to call her personally and grovel, and she couldn’t have been more gracious.

         WEDNESDAY 15 JANUARY

         Parliamentary business carries on as normal. Today was the second reading of the NHS Funding Bill, which I’m piloting through the Commons. Under the circumstances, it feels like a sideshow. However, I can’t scrap it or delegate it to someone else as it’s a direct instruction from Dom Cummings, who essentially controls the No. 10 machine. 13He is aggressively unpredictable. Last year he destroyed many careers as he drove Brexit through, so I pick my battles.

         In essence, the Bill is a PR exercise designed to show voters that we’re committed to funding the NHS properly, which we always have been anyway. I wanted to include in it the important, substantive reforms that I’ve been working on for over a year now, but Cummings said no. By conceding, I secured No. 10’s commitment to a future Bill later in the parliament. The irony is, this Bill is so worthy and dull that nobody’s noticed we’re doing it, meaning it’s not even working as a piece of spin.

         Nobody in Westminster’s talking about the coronavirus either, and Downing Street isn’t keen on me making a statement to Parliament, as they want to keep the media focus on Brexit. A pandemic isn’t part of their gameplan. Chinese New Year on 25 January could be critical. Millions of people will be moving around within China and flying in and out for the celebrations. If the authorities don’t get their act together, the virus will go haywire.

         FRIDAY 17 JANUARY

         A second coronavirus death in Wuhan: a 69-year-old man. It happened two days ago, but we’ve only just been told. That openness I was talking about? Pretty fleeting. The Chinese are reverting to type.

         The US has introduced health screening for arrivals from Wuhan at airports including San Francisco, New York and Los Angeles. I’m uncomfortable about how little we’re doing here and raised it again with the PHE team, but the clinical advice is very clear that action at the border won’t make any significant difference. The clear consensus, as articulated by the Prof, is that if it’s coming, it’s coming. So far, it’s all about handing out leaflets to people coming off flights from Wuhan. Instinctively, my team and I feel this can’t be enough, but whenever I push on it with officials, they are dismissive.

         I was slightly surprised to find myself on the front of today’s Independent. Apparently I’ve lost a court case over suspending NHS pension payments to staff convicted of crimes. This was literally the first I 14or anyone on my immediate team had heard of either the policy or the court case. The Department of Health is an enormous beast and legally all the work is done in my name. So if we’re sued, technically it’s the Secretary of State who is sued, whether or not he or she had anything to do with the decision. It’s an antiquated quirk of the legal system and a gift to journalists. But the Department of Health is tiny compared to all the quangos. Over decades of piecemeal reform, a slew of quangos has grown up, all with different accountability. Cummings and I share an agenda to streamline the whole set-up and rescind the formal independence of NHS England, which I have never supported. After all, we’re talking about £130 billion of taxpayers’ money and millions of lives. Ultimately the Secretary of State – not an unelected appointee – should be responsible for the budget and performance. Privately, Cummings has made it clear he wants to go further and replace Sir Simon Stevens, chief executive of NHS England. A few days before the 2019 election he sent me an excitable text on the matter, saying we needed to ‘talk serious turkey on the fundamentals’.

         ‘2020 must be the year we make mega breakthroughs. We need to replace Stevens and change your powers!’ he said. I told him I’d think about possible candidates but parked it. Simon is widely respected, was brilliant to us Conservatives during the election campaign and is set to go next year anyway. Any earlier departure needs to be handled with care.

         Speaking of Stevens, on his recommendation, last night I watched Contagion in bed on my laptop. It’s got an all-star line-up: Kate Winslet, Matt Damon, Jude Law, Gwyneth Paltrow and a load of other big names. It’s a fast-moving thriller about a new virus in China that jumps from bats to humans, spreads round the world like wildfire and kills millions while scientists race to find a vaccine. Whole cities are put into quarantine and social order cracks. Simon told me it’s based on excellent epidemiological research and the medics really rate it. The potential parallels are unsettling. In the movie, a vaccine is the only way out – though the real tensions only build after the jab is developed, as everyone starts fighting over who gets it. 15

         When I woke up today I was briefly unable to distinguish fiction from reality. Were millions dying on my watch? Had the pandemic gone global? Thank God, no. Later at the department, the Prof asked for a word. He entered my office with some trepidation, accompanied only by Natasha Price, my principal private secretary, which is normally bad news. Calmly, in his ultra-reasonable way, he explained that he thinks the virus has a 50:50 chance of escaping China. If it gets out of China in a big way, he says it will ‘go global’. Quite what this would mean, nobody knows, but even with the low risk to any one person, a very large number of people will die. Instantly, I thought of Contagion and of the role of a vaccine.

         TUESDAY 21 JANUARY

         On the way into the office I called the PM and told him about the 50:50 chance. He was very matter-of-fact. He says he knows it’s bad news when I call him at seven in the morning.

         There’s now a case in Guangdong, almost 1,000 kilometres from where it all started, and the Chinese authorities are formally saying it can be transmitted from human to human. Lab tests have also confirmed the first case in the US: a 31-year-old man in Washington state who flew in from Wuhan on 15 January. He didn’t have any symptoms when he arrived so wasn’t picked up by airport screening. He went to the doctor when he felt ill a few days later. The early evidence is that it takes up to fourteen days from infection to first symptoms appearing. That is one hell of an incubation period. You can see why the scientists think airport screening is a waste of time.

         In the US they also started researching vaccines straight after the virus genome was published. Anthony Fauci, director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, who’s heading the US government’s response, says he reckons clinical trials are a few months away and that a vaccine could be approved some time next year. Our scientists are also already on it. Amid all the uncertainties, one thing’s clear: if this thing is a killer, and it ‘goes global’, as the Prof put it, we will be in a terrifying, hurtling, global race for a vaccine – or a cure. 16The speed and determination with which we enter that race, and keep running until it is won, will change the fate of millions of lives. I am determined the United Kingdom will play its part.

         Tomorrow, we are going to raise the risk level from very low to low. PHE has also agreed to contact travellers who’ve come back from Wuhan in the past fourteen days to check they have had the latest public health advice – in other words, to go into isolation if they have any symptoms. I’m uneasy that we’re not doing more at the borders, but the experts are still adamant it’s not worth the cost – but at least we got some movement.

         As for the Chinese, they’re in a parallel universe. President Xi Jinping has made a great play of declaring that stopping the spread is a top priority – yet people are flooding in and out of Wuhan for Chinese New Year. Meanwhile local authorities held public banquets for 40,000 folk at the weekend. Seems completely mad.

         I asked the Foreign Office whether we could exert a bit of diplomatic pressure to make them see sense. ‘Don’t even bother trying’ was the gist of the response.

         Cummings is beginning to up the pressure on removing Simon Stevens. He messaged me before 7 a.m. today asking where we’re at. I am trying to find out how Simon himself really feels via a mutual friend, Lord Ara Darzi, since No. 10 seems so set on it.

         WEDNESDAY 22 JANUARY

         The Whitehall machine is slowly waking up to the fact that we might have a problem. The Scientific Advisory Group for Emergencies (SAGE), chaired by the Prof alongside Sir Patrick Vallance, the government’s chief scientific adviser, has met to discuss the virus.

         Patrick’s background is both as an academic and with the pharmaceutical company GSK, so he has a lot of relevant experience on vaccines. He’s brisk, business-like and very straightforward: my kind of scientist.

         SAGE backs NERVTAG on screening at airports – or rather not screening at airports. They think there would be so many false 17positives and false negatives that the whole exercise would be meaningless. They say leaflets, posters and announcements over the tannoy are enough for now. Anyone who’s been to Wuhan and feels ill within fourteen days should get tested. We’re also putting plans in place to isolate anyone suspected of having the virus and to track down anyone they’ve been around so we can see how they’re feeling. This sort of contact tracing happens all the time for rare outbreaks like legionnaires’ disease. Public Health England tell me their contact tracing systems are the best in the world, or at least, top-rated by the World Health Organization.

         While the PM is now quite engaged, the Downing Street machine dominated by Cummings is completely uninterested. At least this means he’s not interfering. Our relationship is one of wary mutual respect. We’ve known each other for years, since my first governmental job as Skills Minister at Education, where he was Michael Gove’s senior adviser. When he’s in a good mood, he calls me ‘Comrade’, but that’s as far as his banter goes.

         Moreover, he can be extraordinarily high-handed.

         Last summer he sent me a foul-mouthed rant accusing one of my SpAds of ‘slagging off Boris’.

         ‘Speak to him and tell him – shut your fucking mouth about Boris, if Dom hears one more whisper he will just fire you instantly and he doesn’t make idle threats, OK?’

         He claimed other people were telling him he should just fire my SpAd on the spot but that he wanted to give me a chance to sort it out.

         ‘If you actually don’t want him any more tell me and I’ll bin him Monday. I’ve got zero time to spend on this sort of crap…’ he ranted.

         I think he grudgingly accepts me as politically useful and I share his reforming zeal, but I keep my distance. I’ve never forgotten the shameless untruth he told me the day before Boris prorogued Parliament to get Brexit through. Remainers were going nuts, saying it was undemocratic, a constitutional outrage etc. He and I had lunch together that day and he told me point-blank that they weren’t going to do it. The 18following day, they went ahead. That level of deception from Cummings was shocking.

         The Prof came into my office in between meetings to take me through SAGE’s conclusions. The R number, which is critical, is currently above 1, meaning the disease is spreading exponentially.

         There are three flights a week from Wuhan to the UK. Today PHE announced there would be health officials at airports asking people coming off these flights if they are feeling OK, handing out advice leaflets etc. I think this is far too little and I’m increasingly worried, but the expert advice is adamant. Anyway, it’s already been overtaken by events. Beijing has finally swung into action and the entire city of Wuhan goes into quarantine from tomorrow morning. There will be no more transport in or out, including planes, trains and buses. Warning lights are also flashing further afield. Most cases are still in Wuhan, but there are others in Beijing, Shanghai, Hong Kong and Macau, Thailand, Korea, Singapore and Japan – as well as the case in America.

         I called the WHO director general, Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, to try to encourage him to declare a public health emergency of international concern (PHEIC), which is a way of ratcheting up the global response. I got to know Tedros through Sally Davies, the former CMO. He and I would talk on the phone. As a former Foreign Minister of Ethiopia, he’s very good at the personal relationships and amazingly informal for someone in such a global role.

         If we’re going to get ahead of this, there needs to be a really high level of international cooperation. The Americans aren’t leading because Trump wants to pull out of the WHO. It’s a manifest example of the damage his presidency is doing. The Chinese aren’t keen – presumably because they’re seriously embarrassed to have started this pandemic and are desperately hoping it somehow all goes away. In the end, I was told it can’t be done this week anyway, because one of the people who needs to sign off a decision like that is stuck on a long-haul flight. Seriously?

         As for us, we have to call a COBRA emergency committee meeting. That’s the way to inject some urgency into the Whitehall system. I’ve 19asked for one off the back of the SAGE meeting – but I need Cabinet Office sign-off to set up the machinery. COBRA meetings are important because their conclusions are automatically taken as agreed government policy, and so their writ runs across Whitehall. That means the chair is in a powerful position to get other departments to act. Cabinet Office officials are fretting that if we call a COBRA and this thing doesn’t turn out to be that big a deal, we’ll have egg on our faces. Not ideal, but better that than sleepwalking into a much bigger problem. I don’t want a COBRA just so it looks like we’re doing something: I want to wake Whitehall up to this threat.

         Chris Wormald told me he’s now working 100 per cent on corona-virus and has delegated everything else to his deputy, David Williams. Thank God Wormald gets it. He’s very good in a crisis. He was also at Education in the Gove days, and we’ve always got on well. I watched him deal with teachers’ strikes and endless coalition rows over budget allocations. As for Williams, he’s normally the one who looks after the money. He made his name sorting out the great black hole in defence spending in the 2010s and is now responsible for the £130 billion departmental budget. If I want to do anything that needs cash, he’s the one I call. A quick shrug or nod is enough to signal he can find the budget.

         I found out tonight that Sir Mark Sedwill, Cabinet Secretary and head of the civil service, is blocking my push for a meeting of COBRA. Infuriating! I will have to talk to him.

         In the evening, I went to The Spectator’s Parliamentarian of the Year dinner. It’s always good fun – a raucous and boozy evening for the Westminster village involving awards for various politicians, sometimes for fairly dubious ‘achievements’. I came away empty-handed as usual, and really shocked that no one else seemed bothered by the virus at all. I saw the indomitable Andrew Neil, but when I started talking to him about it, he seemed desperate to get away.

         THURSDAY 23 JANUARY

         No. 10 has grudgingly agreed to let me make a statement to the Commons about the virus. The Prof joined me in my office for ten minutes 20as I was drafting the script to go over it and help prep me for questions. His air of calm authority comes from a long career fighting infectious diseases in the developing world. A few years ago, he ran a UK programme to help Sierra Leone manage an Ebola epidemic. He said the most important lesson he has learned is what he called ‘shoe leather epidemiology’, which basically means gathering as much information as you can from the ground. Not massively useful in this case, unless I hotfoot it to Wuhan. He left me sobered. He repeated his dictum that there’s a 50:50 chance the Wuhan quarantine won’t work and we’ll face a global outbreak. The only way to keep it contained is to stop all travel out of China, but obviously that’s not our call.

         Anyway, it may already be too late. Apparently about 300,000 people poured out of Wuhan by train just before the quarantine deadline. Unbelievably, the authorities only started closing roads out of the city today. The city’s health system is now swamped and they’ve started building an emergency hospital. This being China, we’re not talking about months or years of construction – we’re talking days. When all this is over, perhaps I should get them to come and put up our forty new hospitals. That way we’d definitely have a full set of gleaming new buildings well before the 2030 deadline.

         The Prof’s warnings were weighing on my mind when I stood up in the Commons. I wanted to set out the facts and show we’ve got a grip without causing unnecessary alarm. Putting it diplomatically, the official case numbers coming out of China – 571 confirmed by this morning, including seventeen deaths – are somewhat low-balled, but I didn’t get into any of that. Instead I focused on the ‘proportionate, precautionary’ measures we’ve been taking, emphasising the 50:50 chance it will still come here. Hopefully this will concentrate minds in No. 10.

         Allan is feeling awful and thinks he has flu. I texted to ask if he’s been to Wuhan lately.

         He didn’t reply.

         No. 10 are still saying calling COBRA would be ‘alarmist’. What utter rubbish. It’s not alarmist when there’s a 50:50 chance of a 21pandemic hitting Britain. I told my team to push back hard. They are being fobbed off by Cummings’s sidekicks.

         FRIDAY 24 JANUARY

         The first British people directly affected by the new virus are on a cruise in south-east Asia. There’s been an outbreak on board a ship called the Diamond Princess, and the passengers are corralled in their cabins while the crew run around trying to work out what to do. Poor people. They’ve spent a fortune on what they thought would be the holiday of a lifetime and are now imprisoned on a giant floating petri dish. Instead of sipping pina coladas on the sundeck and stuffing themselves at the buffet, they are stuck in rooms the size of a bathmat, waiting for morsels of food to be shoved under the door and praying the Wi-Fi doesn’t pack up. This is one for the FCO (Foreign & Commonwealth Office), though I’m not sensing a great deal of urgency over there. For now I’ve put Emma Dean, my policy SpAd, and Emma Reed, the department’s director of emergency response, onto it.

         While I was seeing what we could do to galvanise Foreign Secretary Dominic Raab’s team, I received a breezy message from David Cameron saying he’d just got back from the World Economic Forum in Davos. He said he was disappointed I wasn’t there batting for Global Britain. It was a sly dig as he knows perfectly well that Cummings thinks Davos is part of the Axis of Evil and would never let any of us go.

         Minor triumph: I have finally been allowed to convene COBRA. Since Downing Street still isn’t interested, I’ll probably be chairing. Right now Cummings thinks Covid is a distraction from our official withdrawal from the EU next week. That’s all he wants Boris talking about.

         There are times when ruthless focus is needed. Unfortunately, Cummings is ruthlessly focusing on the wrong thing.

         So far, we’ve done fourteen tests in the UK, all negative. How long till our first case? 22

         SATURDAY 25 JANUARY

         Signs of life from Cummings, who messaged asking if we’re on top of things. ‘To what extent have you investigated preparations for something terrible like Ebola or a flu pandemic? Are we ready for Ebola or a flu pandemic?’ he enquired. Welcome to the party, ‘Comrade’. What does he think I’ve been doing for the past three weeks?

         I patiently reply, explaining where we are up to. ‘Great,’ he says. This is progress.

         The FCO have now advised against all travel to Hubei province. I think we need to go further, and cover far more of China, and that we’ll need to withdraw Brits from Wuhan. I try to raise these points with the FCO, but I’m told in no uncertain terms that travel advice is a Foreign Office matter, and that because of the time difference their team in Wuhan are all asleep. So I called Dom Raab. He is happy to order the evacuation and will look again at the travel advice. Right now, testing is focused on travellers coming back from Wuhan. Having developed one of the first tests, there seems no urgency to expand capacity. I am constantly pushing PHE to go faster, and to use the private sector – people like Gordon Sanghera, who has been on this since Day 1.

         I want everyone returning from Wuhan to be tested, but PHE says the tests are worse than useless if you don’t have symptoms. This is a critical issue. If the tests we have don’t work on people without symptoms, we need ones that do.

         An update on the vaccine: Professor Robin Shattock from Imperial College London says he’s already got two candidates that will be ready to test on animals next month. Chris Whitty is still saying it could take years. I think we can do better. I’ve called a meeting on Monday to go through everything. Vaccines are obviously the way out – whether just for China or for us all. A ponderous ‘business as usual’ approach is not an option.

         SUNDAY 26 JANUARY

         The papers are full of the Wuhan evacuation, with editorials 23screeching for testing of everyone who arrives. PHE is still opposed. I instinctively disagree but want to respect the scientists. Meanwhile the FCO machine is struggling to grind into second gear. This morning I discovered that officials are still working up advice on ‘whether’ to evacuate, not ‘how’ – when Raab has already made the decision!

         The Telegraph has a story about a Chinese report of the possibility of asymptomatic transmission. This is really worrying. I asked officials for advice on this for tomorrow’s meeting. PHE is adamant that a coronavirus can’t be passed on, and that tests don’t work on people without symptoms. These are two killer facts, so I want to push them, and leave them in no doubt that we need to expand testing.

         Fellow MP Owen Paterson messaged. I shared an office with his wife Rose when I first worked in Westminster, and he always looked out for me. He put me in touch with Peter FitzGerald, boss of Randox, the biggest UK testing company, based in Northern Ireland. They reckon they can create a test in three weeks max that could produce a result in two to three hours. To develop it, they need samples of sputum containing the virus. I know PHE has some through its international work, and they should share it. I emailed FitzGerald straight away asking for more detail. The best work in medicine tends to happen through collaboration and we need to get cracking.

         MONDAY 27 JANUARY

         As I was driven to the office early this morning, the Today programme was on the radio. I had my head down finishing off the papers in my weekend box so was only half listening. My ears pricked up as PHE came on to talk about the pandemic. Their spokesman sounded dangerously complacent, saying everything was under control, nothing much to see here, we have this covered etc. I jerked my head up out of my paperwork and gazed out over Hyde Park as I heard reassurance after reassurance. Yet I keep hearing that arrivals from China are breezing through Heathrow without even being screened. They haven’t got the testing industry up and running, and there’s a 50:50 chance of a major pandemic hitting Britain. What on earth are they doing? 24Screening is the absolute least we should be doing. I want people arriving back from Wuhan to be quarantined, not just screened.

         So by the time the meeting started at 9.45 I was in full ‘action this day’ mode. The Prof opened by saying that the measures by China appear to be having some effect and that the R number is likely to fall. I pushed him on my worries about asymptomatic transmission. He said that the global scientific consensus is still that this is unlikely. But is ‘unlikely’ unlikely enough? If you can get it, pass it on and show no symptoms, it will be impossible to manage. I really, really want answers on this one.

         We discussed the vaccine briefly, but the right officials weren’t in the room. So I called another meeting, tomorrow, to go through the vaccine specifically and what we can do to accelerate it. At Chris Wormald’s suggestion, I also asked for the ‘reasonable worst-case scenario’ for this disease in the UK so we can interrogate the numbers. Only then can we figure out whether our contingency plans are up to it.

         I also pushed on a travel ban from China. Sounds extreme, but other countries are now doing it. Again, I met resistance. The response was that this is an FCO responsibility. But surely the FCO need to be driven by the health advice? I asked the Prof to talk to them. He is the CMO for the whole government, so the FCO machine should listen to him.

         I got an update too on getting Brits out of Wuhan. We think there are 200–300 UK citizens out there. I made clear my view is that anyone we bring back to the UK should go into quarantine – no ifs or buts. The lawyers insisted it should be voluntary. I think that’s utter rubbish. If we’re offering people a free flight out of Wuhan, why on earth should it be up to them? If you don’t want to quarantine, don’t get on the plane! I asked for further advice into how to make this happen – not whether to.

         Peter FitzGerald from Randox got back to me with the technical details of what he needs to develop a test. I’ve told PHE to be helpful. More importantly, they need to track down everyone in the UK who has come back from Wuhan in the past fourteen days. They’ll be asked 25to stay at home and contact the NHS if they have any symptoms. PHE thinks there are 1,460 individuals in this category. They’ve set up a hub at Heathrow already, but for some reason are waiting until Wednesday to do the same at Gatwick and Manchester. Why so slow?!

         Meanwhile the virus continues its relentless spread. Germany has confirmed its first case. The patient reported feeling ill on 23 January and seems to have caught it from her parents, who’d been to Wuhan and tested positive, even though they showed no symptoms. I got straight on to Jens Spahn, my opposite number in Germany. He told me the evidence on asymptomatic transmission was ‘tentative’ but they are worried and keeping a close eye on it.

         I trust what Jens says. We’re a similar age, both natural optimists and on the same part of the political spectrum – cheerful centre right. I’ve known him since we went out for beers to celebrate his birthday during a particularly tedious G7 meeting in Paris. Normally the host government puts these meetings on in spectacular places, showing off the best of what their country has to offer. For reasons best known to themselves, the French decided not to hold it in some splendid chateau or five-star hotel, electing to host the whole thing in their dreary Department of Health. After listening to one too many dull speeches, Jens and I did a runner and went to a little cafe round the corner. Feeling somewhat rebellious, we ordered some beers and sat in the sunshine, hiding in plain sight. He’s entertaining, irreverent and we can be pretty open with each other. I’m glad he’s there.

         Amid all this my team is still getting calls from No. 10 and being dragged into meetings on how we’re going to deliver manifesto commitments. I’m going to have to delegate. I want these commitments to happen but have to prioritise. Coronavirus is the first thing I think about when I wake up and the last thing I think about when I go to bed.

         TUESDAY 28 JANUARY

         A proper ‘oh shit’ meeting today. In the early afternoon, with the pale winter sun streaming in through the floor-to-ceiling windows, the whole team gathered in my office to go through the reasonable 26worst-case scenario I requested. There were about thirty people perching on every flat surface in my office overlooking what I think is the best, most spectacular 270-degree view of central London. The office is dominated by a massive circular Damien Hirst portrait of the Queen, which I brought with me from my days in the Culture Department, when I got the pick of the government art collection. When I was promoted to Health Secretary I made sure it was whisked off to my new office before my successor could get his hands on it.

         The room was full of clinicians, junior ministers, special advisers, policy experts, PHE and NHS colleagues and experts like David Halpern, who is highly skilled at changing public behaviour without being too heavy-handed. He used to run Cameron’s ‘Nudge Unit’, which tried to do things like get people to pay their taxes on time by telling them that all the neighbours do it. The PHE leadership were there and sat near the table.

         In his characteristically understated way, sitting at the back peeling a tangerine, Chris Whitty quietly informed everyone that although there is currently no sustained transmission outside China, in the reasonable worst-case scenario as many as 820,000 people in the UK may die. Although the risk of death to each individual is low, the transmission is so high that almost everyone would catch it, in up to three waves, each lasting about fifteen weeks. The whole room froze. We are looking at a human catastrophe on a scale not seen here for a century.

         I asked what we needed to do to accelerate a vaccine. The problem is no one has ever created a vaccine for a coronavirus before. I noticed that Professor Van-Tam, who was sitting on my left, kept putting his hand up asking to speak, in an impeccably formal manner. This was pretty unusual: when I chair meetings, I try to keep it fairly informal and encourage everyone to contribute. Before I make a decision, I like to be challenged. When called, JVT – as he signs off his emails – spoke with a natural authority. He said developing a vaccine normally takes five or ten years, but there’s a team in Oxford working on an Ebola project that can easily be switched to the new disease. If everything’s fast-tracked, we could do it in a year to eighteen months. 27

         ‘I want it by Christmas,’ I said.

         JVT set out how we can get on with fast-tracking and funding vaccine trials. This phase normally takes years. To speed things up, we will need to change the law. Thankfully we can do this by secondary legislation, not a full-blown Bill. No problem, I said. I have the legal power to make a change and this is an urgent national requirement. The relevant regulations and approvals come from the Medicines and Healthcare Products Regulatory Agency (MHRA) – and having voted to leave the EU, we no longer have the complication of getting European Medicines Agency agreement.

         The mood in the vaccines meeting was grimly determined, with an overriding sense that this could well be the biggest challenge of our professional lives.

         We went through the other problems we had to deal with: testing (I pushed PHE again on expansion and harnessing the private sector); asymptomatic transmission (apparently I’m getting a paper tonight); and how people will respond if we have to ask them to change their behaviour (unclear).

         We are starting to think about how the social media companies can help. Jamie has spoken to Twitter and they’re going to tweak their algorithms so when people search for ‘coronavirus’ and various other key terms, they’ll go to our official guidance page.

         Meanwhile Raab relayed a request from the Chinese Foreign Minister for us to put goggles, masks and other equipment on the flight out to Wuhan. We should definitely do this as we want to set a high standard for international cooperation. We’re bound to need help from others further down the line. In the same spirit, we’re going to offer any spare seats on the flight back to non-British nationals who need to get out. They’ll have to get straight home from wherever we land them in the UK without transferring to other airports. Otherwise they’ll be carted off to quarantine.

         Jim Bethell, a friend who’s the whip in the House of Lords covering DHSC business, passed on the latest from his mates in Hong Kong, who say everyone’s terrified, restaurants and public transport are deserted and expats are fleeing. Sobering. 28

         WEDNESDAY 29 JANUARY

         There’s brass neck and then there’s former Tory MP Sarah Wollaston. This pro-EU hardliner went off the reservation over Brexit, defected to the Lib Dems via the embarrassing Change UK and then spent weeks trying to portray Boris as some kind of tinpot dictator. Only last month she stood against us in the election as a Lib Dem. Now she’s written to me all, ‘Hi Matt, hope all is well?’ as if nothing’d happened, lobbying for us to make her chair of NICE (the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence), presumably on the grounds that she’s a GP and chaired the health select committee. I could not believe the cheek of it. I bounced her request off Dom, who was suitably disgusted.

         ‘No way! PM would hit roof! She’s called for most of us in No. 10 to be arrested!’ he exclaimed.

         ‘Quite. I thought extraordinary that she asked,’ I replied.

         PMQs today was surreal: not a single question on the virus. I stood by the Speaker’s chair thinking, ‘Every single question you lot are asking will be rendered completely irrelevant in a few weeks.’

         After yesterday’s shocking meeting, today we had a more pragmatic discussion. The Prof has helped crystallise my thinking on how we phase our response to the virus, at least in the early stages. He popped upstairs to propose four elements. First, we try to contain isolated outbreaks. Then we try to delay the spread. If containment doesn’t work and the virus spreads to the general population, we move on to mitigating and slowing its effects, and throughout we research for treatments and a vaccine.

         Feeling like a broken record, I pushed PHE again about asymptomatic transmission. Their latest paper says almost nothing – not even a provisional finding. I don’t get why it’s taking so long to get an answer on this – not just here but around the world. I called Tedros again to have another go at persuading him to declare a public health international emergency. My sense is he’s terrified of upsetting Beijing. I asked him about unofficial reports from China that there was asymptomatic transmission and he played it down, blaming ‘translation 29issues’ as if the glaring lack of information coming out of China is all some kind of perfectly innocent communication problem. Sensing I was a bit sceptical, he doubled down, claiming to be ‘impressed by their transparency’. What?! The Chinese made their comments about asymptomatic transmission three days ago and the WHO still hasn’t checked if they were reported correctly. Unbelievable! Doesn’t anyone there speak Mandarin?

         My view is that Tedros is trapped by the politics. While the US and UK are the WHO’s biggest funders, we play with a straight bat. China runs various projects in his private office, so he is scared stiff of upsetting them. You can’t fault the WHO’s science, but the politics is awful. It’s going to be a serious issue if we have a global disease and the main global health body adopts the Chinese approach to information flow. If asymptomatic transmission is happening, then the odds are that the disease is already out of control.

         Confirmed cases in China are now up to nearly 10,000, plus more than 100 others in twenty-two other countries. We’re testing a trickle of people here and 50:50 is looking increasingly optimistic. British Airways has suspended all flights to and from mainland China, but more than a month since this thing started, international travel is still pretty much business as usual. I am haunted by Contagion…

         We finally held our first COBRA. The underground bunker room was packed. Ben Wallace at Defence, Dom Raab and Simon Stevens sat at the top of the table as officials typed action points and conclusions real-time onto the screens above our heads. We went through the reasonable worst-case scenario and ministers were sent away to work out what they’d have to do if that happened. We discussed the evacuation plans. The FCO is getting a kicking over the evacuation from Wuhan because British citizens aren’t allowed to bring their other halves. Actually, it’s the Chinese authorities who are banning their citizens from leaving, even if they’re dual nationals. We want to be compassionate, but the Chinese Communist Party doesn’t really do touchy-feely. The French and the Americans have hit exactly the same problem. 30

         THURSDAY 30 JANUARY

         The Wuhan Brits are on their way back to Britain courtesy of the RAF. We filled the outward flight with PPE for the Chinese. Given the scale of the crisis they’re facing, it’s only a gesture, but it’s better than nothing. Obviously we can’t afford to run down our own stocks in case things get really bad here. I’ve asked for an audit of exactly what we’ve got.

         Before the evacuees left China I had a showdown with officials and lawyers over what to do with the evacuees when they land at RAF Brize Norton. PHE thinks they should be greeted with a smile and a leaflet and asked nicely to go home and stay there for a couple of weeks. I think that’s incredibly naive and said they should go straight into quarantine. PHE hit back with a whole series of reasons why this would be too difficult and started hand-wringing about human rights. They’re worried we could be hit with a judicial review.

         ‘OK,’ I said, ‘let’s get them to sign a contract before they board. In return for the flight, they agree to go into quarantine. No contract, no flight.’

         I was told the contract wouldn’t be legally enforceable and was too draconian. ‘Do it anyway,’ I instructed. It’s what the public will expect. Amazingly, they fell into line. Bit edgy, and maybe some judge somewhere down the line will raise an eyebrow, but at least we’ll have a written commitment from them agreeing to go into quarantine. This flight isn’t a freebie – it’s their last chance to get out, thanks to the British taxpayer, and it’s a quid pro quo.

         I was on a visit to Porton Down, to see the high-security testing and vaccine production capabilities, so I asked Jo Churchill, my consistency neighbour and junior minister responsible for public health, to go up to the former nurses’ quarters at Arrowe Park Hospital, where the evacuees will be accommodated, to make sure it’s comfortable. She’s insisted on packs of toiletries and more towels. Alarmingly, she also messaged me to say the passenger numbers on the plane manifest don’t tally with the numbers the FCO gave us, so we’re not exactly sure how many people are arriving. Nothing could exemplify the woeful lack of information about this crisis better than the fact that we don’t even know how many people are on the evacuation plane. 31

         Later, once back in the office, I talked to Chris Wormald and Allan about our general approach and the risk of judicial reviews in coming months. I’m adamant we have to prioritise the concrete here and now, not what some vexatious litigant might hit us with later. This is about saving lives. My view is that we deal with legal headaches later, when people aren’t actually dying. I have instructed the team to ignore the noise and do what is best to keep people safe. After all, while liberal individualism may be the best way to organise a society in normal times, in a pandemic, the harm principle applies to anyone who might be spreading the disease. Even liberals should support fairly draconian action to protect others. You’ve got to be a hardcore libertarian to disagree. This is at least something the pandemic preparedness plan has furnished us with. There’s a whole draft Bill ready to go that was written as a result of the Cygnus exercise. I’ve asked Wormald to work on the legislation so it reflects the pandemic we’re facing, not the flu pandemic anticipated by the exercise. We need to remove any ambiguity. There will be times when some people will need to quarantine to protect others. It will need rock-solid legal underpinning.

         The WHO has finally got its act together and declared the virus a PHEIC. This is a wake-up call for everyone around the world and it means we can all work to roughly the same principles. The WHO has advised every country to bring in proper surveillance, isolation, contact tracing and prevention to try to slow the spread. Countries must also share full data with WHO. No exemption for China. (Good luck with that one.)

         Following that announcement, the four UK CMOs (the Prof and his opposite numbers in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland) have raised the risk level from low to moderate. It’s vital that all parts of the UK move in lockstep. We can’t have our response undermined by petty devolution politics.

         Yesterday I got a slightly frosty message from Ben Wallace reminding me that the Department of Health should not talk about how the armed forces will help in this crisis unless and until he has signed it off. He’s right. The military are his assets, not mine, as I reminded my 32team. I think he felt a bit guilty about his huffy tone because he immediately followed up with an emollient message assuring me that they will do whatever is required to help. I don’t doubt it.

         Endless rumours flying round about cases in this or that part of the country. We’re being contacted by jumpy new MPs every time they hear something. We’re not going to investigate each time we’re asked, so we just keep repeating the facts: namely, that there are no confirmed cases here.

         PHE’s audit of PPE came back and did not lighten my mood. The paperwork is all over the place. There’s no clear record of what’s in the stockpile, and some kit is past its ‘best before’ date. I’ve instructed officials to work out what we need fast, and buy in huge quantities.

         FRIDAY 31 JANUARY

         Brexit Day – and the virus is here. Nearly four years after the referendum (feels more like twenty) we are officially out of the EU. According to the Downing Street grid, today was meant to be about celebrating this historic moment, our new horizons etc. Instead it kicked off with Chris Whitty announcing the arrival of the disease. Downing Street are furious. I am daunted.

         I got a call from my private secretary at half past midnight last night to tell me we had two confirmed positive cases: a Chinese student and his father, who’d flown in from Wuhan to visit him. After they reported ill on Wednesday night and then tested positive, health officials in full hazmat suits turned up on the doorstep of the flat where they were staying in York and carted them off to hospital. Our protocols worked seamlessly, and to give the patients their due, they behaved impeccably, isolating in their apartment from the moment they fell ill, along with the student’s mother. Curiously, she’s tested negative, showing what a lottery this virus may be.

         To the dismay of some colleagues, the PM pressed ahead with a long-planned Brexit-themed Cabinet meeting in Sunderland. These symbolic displays of our (very real) commitment to voters beyond 33the M25 are not universally popular among colleagues. Theresa May’s Chancellor Philip Hammond was always particularly unenthusiastic, adopting an even more lugubrious expression than usual whenever he was forced to traipse around the country.

         The north-east is Leave country and Sunderland was the first place to declare its results on referendum night. At the Cabinet meeting, held at the National Glass Centre, Boris laid out his buccaneering vision of Britain’s future, while I brought everyone down to earth with a coronavirus update. I mentioned the potential 820,000 deaths figure and the reaction was somewhat ‘shrug shrug’ – essentially because they didn’t really believe it. I am constantly feeling that others, who aren’t focused on this every day, are weeks behind what’s going on.

         While we were all trooping back to London, the Wuhan flight touched down at Brize Norton. In front of cameras, the evacuees were instantly whisked off for a two-week staycation courtesy of Her Majesty’s government. In another example of the complacency of PHE, the elaborate measures we’d taken to ensure the whole thing didn’t become a super-spreader event were somewhat undermined by an embarrassing oversight. The RAF crew and all our officials were in full hazmat suits, but the poor coach drivers taking them to Arrowe Park were in their normal work clothes. I had personally insisted that everyone on the flight – crew included – be protected in PPE. I hadn’t thought I’d need to be so precise as to say the same precaution obviously had to apply to the bus drivers. So I couldn’t believe it when I watched the buses trundling out of Brize driven by blokes with no protection at all. Who on earth would give protection to air crew but not bus crew?

         Jamie Njoku-Goodwin, my media adviser and the best person in Westminster at looking round political corners, pointed out another potential problem: the four coaches PHE had hired belong to a company called Horseman. Their logo was emblazoned in large letters on each coach. Cue potential headlines about the ‘four horsemen of the apocalypse’. Not exactly ideal optics.

         Once the evacuees were safely in situ, I spoke to all the Merseyside 34MPs in an effort to keep them onside. One Labour MP made a moronic comment about the Tories hating Liverpool and ‘now we’re sending the plague there’, but the rest were very reasonable.

         This evening I went to Downing Street to the Brexit celebration party. I stood next to the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Sajid Javid, as Cummings stood on the podium and literally burst into tears. He couldn’t manage more than a sentence. Here was his life’s work complete! The PM made a strong speech in praise of his right-hand man and, after everyone counted down to midnight, banged a little gong on the table to mark the moment of exit. Sajid just stood there looking perplexed throughout. It was a strange feeling being at a celebration for an event I’d voted against, but wanted to be delivered, yet fundamentally thought would soon feel small compared to what was coming down the tracks.

         Perhaps Sajid was so quiet because he’s worrying about coronavirus. Earlier today he messaged asking why we’re still allowing flights from the UK to China. I told him PHE doesn’t think it’s worth closing them down unless it’s done with other countries, though, given the scale of the reasonable worst-case scenario, personally I’d rather go belt and braces.

         Apparently one of Sajid’s contacts is a highly respected global expert on disease and told him privately that he thinks there is a 30 per cent chance this will be massive and that ‘millions’ will die. Saj was at pains to point out that he doesn’t necessarily believe these apocalyptic figures, but he’s clearly troubled. I asked if he wanted a personal briefing from the CMO, and he accepted, adding that he’s ‘v concerned’.

         Meanwhile endless glitches to sort out. Merseyside Police complaining about having to provide security at short notice; Simon Stevens’s office asking how many double rooms and how many single, as if we’re some kind of travel agency; and Jenny Harries – another of the Prof’s deputies – is going to liaise with the FCO about the situation with international flights, hopefully ahead of Raab advising against all travel to China. 35

         Amid the torrent, I’ve told the team it’s absolutely vital that we don’t let up the pace on manifesto commitments. We’re ensuring that the teams working on them are totally free of coronavirus work. Wormald is putting undistracted senior officials in charge of these programmes.

         Jim Bethell warned me this evening he would be late for the Monday morning meeting because ‘blush, blush’ (his words, not mine) he’s been assigned to welcome the Sultan of Brunei to Britain on behalf of Her Majesty.

         ‘If I’m wearing a bling new watch, it was a present from my wife, promise,’ he quipped.

         As a government whip in the Upper House, Jim is also a Lord in Waiting to the Queen so gets called on to do stuff like this. Nice to see our whip getting all the glamour.36
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         SATURDAY 1 FEBRUARY

         The Chinese authorities have gone full totalitarian, locking people indoors and only letting them out to get what they need to survive. In Hubei, only one person per household is allowed out every two days for food and other essentials. Funerals have been banned and bodies just have to be dealt with at the nearest crematorium straight away. Terrifying.

         I was brooding over all this at home when I thought, ‘Thank goodness for Chris Whitty.’ I sent him a WhatsApp saying how brilliant he’s been this past week, which is true. So many people are commenting about how reassuring he is when he makes public statements. I told him I hoped he’d get some rest this weekend, though I doubt it.

         There are now nearly 12,000 confirmed cases of the virus worldwide. Of those, 259 have died, all in China. Spain has had its first case, the US is up to eight and numbers are growing in Australia, Japan, Singapore and across east Asia.

         PHE wants to do a national anti-obesity TV advertising campaign, but the Cabinet Office took one look at the proposal and threw it out. I asked the Prof what he thought and he replied that PHE comms can sometimes be ‘a curate’s egg’. He’s so diplomatic. That’s the end of that then. 38

         SUNDAY 2 FEBRUARY

         Chaos at Arrowe Park after an attempted jailbreak by one of the evacuees last night. Natasha rang to say the guy is very upset and is demanding to be tested and released if it comes back negative. Our advice is that if people are asymptomatic, they probably won’t test positive even if they have it, so security are under strict orders not to let him leave. The details are murky, but apparently he has packed his bags and is standing by the doorway, getting increasingly irate. The security are not sure how long they can stop him from doing a runner.

         With the lawyers’ advice ringing in my ears, I was feeling a teensy bit nervous about the whole scenario, so we decided to see if we could find a magistrate willing to apply the emergency section of the 1984 Public Health (Control of Disease) Act to enforce the contract the guy signed when he got on the flight. The Act is very outdated in many ways, including needing a magistrate to sign off on the detention of someone for public health reasons. After something of a scramble, the department identified a local Liverpool magistrate – who coolly informed us she would not play ball. Apparently she considered the measure disproportionate. Rapidly running out of options, I came up with the idea to tell our potential absconder that if he disappears, he will have to reimburse the Great British taxpayer for his share of the cost of the very expensive evacuation flight. The lawyers were happy with that, so we went ahead. Taking everything into account, including all the time spent by FCO officials, lawyers, doctors etc., his bill would have been gargantuan. Thankfully it did the trick and he’s staying put.

         Taking a breather this evening, I was exchanging messages with Ed Argar on the NHS Bill as we both watched England lose to France in the Six Nations. Ed is my absolutely rock-solid number two in the department, undemonstrative, efficient and shrewd. As I spend more time on Covid, he’s going to have to spend more and more time on everything else. I told him it’s important the forty hospitals we are building per our manifesto commitment are not only new but beautiful. Too many of these buildings are just utterly depressing. I asked Ed 39to draft in Nick Boys Smith of Create Streets, who is the big advocate and guru of aesthetic development, and he enthusiastically agreed.

         Tomorrow’s FT has a great story about Nissan doubling down on its investment in the UK. Their Sunderland plant is such an icon of the Thatcherite revival of the car industry. It’s a huge vote of confidence in post-Brexit Britain, especially from such a previously ardently pro-Remain firm. Nice to see the story reported by the most fanatically pro-Remain newspaper.

         First coronavirus death reported outside China: a 44-year-old man in the Philippines. That emergency field hospital they started building in Wuhan ten days ago is finished already. Incredible. Everyone says it could never happen here. It pains me to say it, but I fear they’re right.

         MONDAY 3 FEBRUARY

         ‘When SS off?’ Cummings asked. He’s not letting go of this mission to get rid of Simon Stevens, despite the fact that we’re about to be hit by a pandemic. ‘We must get on with it now,’ Dom added. ‘Announce next week as part of reshuffle frenzy and it will all get lost in that.’

         I made a mental note to check with the PM. Does he really want Simon Stevens forced out?

         More positively, I was able to tell the PM we’ve formally allocated £5 million seed funding for a new hospital in his constituency – one of the forty.

         ‘Hooray!’ he replied. ‘Spades in the ground next year!!’

         ‘Inshallah,’ I said, not feeling quite as optimistic.

         In the splendour of the old Royal Naval Hospital in Greenwich, he gave what was supposed to be a historic speech on Brexit, setting out a rather excellent free trade vision for the future. He touched on the virus, warning against rushing to close borders as this could be used as an excuse to put up unnecessary trade barriers ‘beyond what is medically rational, to the point of doing real and unnecessary economic damage’. I can live with that, although it doesn’t give us much wiggle room.

         But the speech was completely overshadowed by events. In Wuhan, 40the army has taken over delivery of medical supplies. The Shanghai Stock Exchange was down 8 per cent for the day when it reopened after the specially extended New Year break.

         SAGE reckons the epidemic is still growing exponentially, probably doubling in size every four or five days. It’s possible that as few as one in twenty cases in China are being identified, which would mean the real size of the epidemic is 200,000–300,000 cases.

         Given the signs the virus is taking hold outside China, SAGE has also looked again at travel bans. Their view is that there still isn’t much to be gained and that we won’t keep the infection out. The only benefit would be to buy time, but the evidence suggests reducing imported cases by half would only hold the epidemic up by about five days. To gain a month, we’d need to cut international travel by at least 90 per cent, which would require draconian measures, far beyond China. The boss is clear: we’ve got to follow the science on this one, and the science is clear: it’s not worth it. We agreed to recommend against travel to China, but that’s as far as it goes.

         There’s a debate brewing on face masks. We asked NERVTAG to look into whether they do any good. They say there’s no evidence either way that the general public wearing masks would make any difference. If they don’t really help, I certainly don’t want to impose them on people. I for one would hate wearing them. Afterwards, one of the team sidled up to me and told me that there’s a furious global debate on this question. Apparently scientists can’t agree at all. The way the virus is transmitted isn’t yet understood. For now, the best advice is that health and care workers should wear fluid-repellent surgical masks but not the full respirator kit.

         I want the UK to be first in the world to develop a vaccine. It’s a huge ambition and I’ve no idea whether we can pull it off, but we should throw everything at it. Today we pledged £20 million for the international research effort. I talked to the team again and made it very clear that we can’t go through the usual laborious regulatory processes. Of course we mustn’t cut corners on safety, but everything else 41has to be accelerated. I do not want our scientists wasting their time filling out endless agonising grant applications.

         I insisted that things are done in parallel, not in series. This is something JVT has been very hot on. Begin lab trials as soon as possible. Then go straight onto Phase 1 clinical trials, to be complete two to four months after that. Start manufacturing before approval. This would all be unprecedented in the field of vaccine development. In my statement to Parliament today, I thought it best to include details of the evacuation plan for next week. I was about to go into the debating chamber when we got a call from FCO officials. We’d given them an advance copy of the speech and they were in a complete flap, insisting I take it all out. It wasn’t worth a fight, so I deleted the section concerned, thinking nothing more of it until this evening, when I discovered that the FCO have announced exactly the same thing themselves from Beijing. Talk about joined-up government…

         TUESDAY 4 FEBRUARY

         The British-registered Diamond Princess is still marooned in Yokohama harbour in Japan, with all 4,000 passengers confined to their cabins for two weeks. It must be horrendously claustrophobic: no exercise, no fresh air and God only knows what they’re being given to eat. We know some are British and we’re keeping an eye, but it’s in the hands of the Japanese.

         Jens Spahn came over from Germany, a trip he’s been planning for a while. It was great to see him. Germany is following our lead in giving more money to vaccine research. He reckons we should do it together to show Germany and the UK cooperating post-Brexit. His English is impeccable and his attitude is quite rare for a European politician: however disappointed he is that we’ve left the EU, he understands why people voted the way they did, and that we must deliver on the referendum result.

         We talked about what sort of social restrictions may be needed if the virus takes off, though SAGE still doesn’t want us to do anything. 42As a liberal, I’ve always believed people make the best decisions for themselves. I’ve driven the government deregulation agenda for years. Part of the reason I got into politics is because my parents’ business nearly went under because of a cashflow problem when a major client went bust. I was a teenager at the time and it was deeply affecting. Now we are contemplating actions that could bankrupt millions of businesses and interfere in literally everyone’s lives. It is a very, very strange feeling; not me at all.

         Officially, SAGE still hasn’t confirmed asymptomatic transmission, though they’re edging towards it. So far, the data suggests people could be infectious for as long as two weeks after they first get symptoms. They’re sick, on average, for between two and three weeks, but some are suffering for far longer.

         After seeing Jens I went over to the Commons to give my mum birthday tea. She and Bob, my stepfather, had come down from Cheshire for the day, and with Martha and the kids we had a lovely time.

         The episode over the Arrowe Park wannabe escapee has concentrated minds on our legal powers – or lack of them. Seat-of-the-pants improvisation got the Wuhan lot onto the plane and into quarantine, but it could have become messy. After much to-ing and fro-ing with No. 10, I asked Robert Buckland, the Justice Secretary, if we could add stronger powers onto his terrorism Bill. He’s going to look into it. For now we’ll have to rely on the existing setup, i.e. police persuasion in the first instance, escalating to a magistrate’s order under existing legal powers for seventy-two hours’ detention for breach of the peace if things go badly wrong. It’s worryingly vague and we have to hope nothing serious comes up. In the meantime, I’ve chased Wormald on the draft clauses we need to put through Parliament so we have the powers of compulsion if we need them.

         WEDNESDAY 5 FEBRUARY

         PMQs – still no questions about coronavirus. Colleagues were busy congratulating each other over Brexit, and Corbyn was asking about climate change. In the department, we’re focused on how to protect 43the vulnerable from the virus. Jenny Harries is running the process. First we have to define what conditions make you particularly vulnerable. That’s a job for clinicians, which Jenny can do fine – though we don’t know much yet and will have to adjust as we get better data from abroad. We then need to identify everyone who has those conditions. Doing that is not easy, because NHS GP data is segregated and held by two private businesses, who can be very tricky to deal with. We then need to check the data makes sense, which means GPs looking down the lists the system comes up with. Then we need to actually make contact. But the NHS’s data on people’s contact details is famously sketchy. And because this is inevitably going to be imperfect (for example, hard as it is to believe, some people still have their medical records on paper) we then need to have a system that allows people to self-declare that they have one of these conditions and get their GP to vet whether they should go on the list or not.

         Even two years ago this would have been completely impossible. Thankfully NHS Digital has been making big strides, as a result of which it is at least theoretically doable. It involves getting patient lists from GPs and pushing the NHS technology to its limits. I’ve spent my time as Health Secretary so far trying to haul the health service out of the IT Stone Age, with mixed success. We’re now somewhere around the Bronze Age – and about to be tested, big time.

         Ben Wallace is worried that the FCO is ‘setting the pace on the Chinese virus’ (as he put it) and that our primary focus should be on UK health, not evacuating expats. ‘These evacuation flights are all very good, but in the end this is about the health of the homeland. My view is that the MoD and FCO are simply your facilitators, not the lead,’ he said.

         Very decently, he offered to have a quiet word with Sedwill, stressing that the Department of Health should be calling the shots. I wouldn’t be worried about the FCO taking the lead on what happens abroad if they actually stepped up. The problem is the officials don’t seem to get the urgency.

         I had dinner with the wonderful Ana Botín, chair of Santander, 44and some of her friends. Covid was all we talked about. PMQs hasn’t caught up yet: outside Westminster, people have gone from not caring to caring about nothing else. I was grilled all evening. Socialising now feels like an extension of our public information campaign. I get asked endless questions, most of which we don’t yet know the answer to.

         Brexit is finally off the top of the polls as the issue the public are most concerned about, pipped by health, according to YouGov. Not exactly in the circumstances I would prefer, but at least that toxic issue may finally be behind us.

         THURSDAY 6 FEBRUARY

         A sense of foreboding as a third UK case is confirmed. The patient lives in Brighton and got home from a trip to Singapore last week, after which he went skiing in France. If there’s asymptomatic transmission, we’re really screwed. God only knows how many people he may have passed it onto in his chalet, during his travels and back here.

         Super unhelpfully, the PM’s spokesman blurted out the news in the lobby briefing today, going way off script before we were in a position to confirm what had happened. Time to sort out government comms on the virus or it will be a complete shambles when things get more serious.

         Rumours Boris will conduct his post-election reshuffle tomorrow. Unusually, I’m not bothered. Under the circumstances, I won’t be going anywhere.

         FRIDAY 7 FEBRUARY

         Grim twist. The Chinese medic who first raised the alert has died of the disease. Li Wenliang was an ophthalmologist in Wuhan and warned his colleagues about a new SARS-like virus in December. He was then given one hell of a dressing-down by local police and had to sign a statement denouncing himself for spreading ‘false and illegal rumours’. He got the disease on 8 January and is dead a month later. Pretty sobering, and a dreadful reflection on the irresponsible approach of the Chinese authorities. What a hero. 45

         Another meeting on the vaccine with the Prof, JVT, Wormald and Jim, who I want involved in the vaccine mission. We went through everything we need to do to get things moving as fast as possible. Multiple reality checks from Chris Whitty on how long it might take – he thinks it could be years – and the dire consequences of not doing everything by the book. Teams at Oxford and Imperial College are already making great progress and say the first trial doses should be available in a matter of weeks. My view is we should get them manufacturing straight away, so if the trials come good, we can vaccinate as fast as possible. The pressure if and when one is found to work will be immense.

         Meanwhile the Home Office is kicking off over quarantine. They now say we may not have the power to enforce detention, even for seventy-two hours. My lawyers do think, though, that we only need regulations under the 1984 Act, not a whole new Act of Parliament. But parliamentary counsel – the hotshot specialists who actually write the law – say they can’t draft anything until everyone agrees, and the Cabinet Office is trying to grab control of the whole thing. It’s a classic Whitehall turf battle just as we don’t need it. So I called a meeting this afternoon to sort it all out. Finally we got the green light to draft the regulations, and to their credit the parliamentary counsel agreed to spend the weekend writing them.

         Coronavirus is becoming all-consuming. For various reasons I’m supposed to be going to Center Parcs this weekend. Not sure how much time I’ll have for the adventure playground.

         SATURDAY 8 FEBRUARY

         Desperate measures may be required at Arrowe Park, where we once again have someone threatening to leave. We still don’t have our legal ducks in a row, and Jenny Harries is on standby to hotfoot it up there to try to restore calm. One of the evacuees now claims he never signed the contract, so is under no obligation to stay. Cue frantic calls to the British embassy in China in hopes he’s calling our bluff and that we can retrieve our paperwork. If not, Jenny will appeal to him face to 46face to stay put. The stakes are that high. My real fear is that if one goes, they’ll all go.

         It turns out that the Brighton skier managed to infect all five other Brits with whom he was holidaying. They’re still in France. We’re working with the French to track them all down. It’s an ominous sign.

         SUNDAY 9 FEBRUARY

         Strangest ever trip to Center Parcs. I have an old university friend called Dom who – shockingly – had a stroke in his twenties and is now in a wheelchair. For the past couple of years, a gang of us have who have been friends since our student days have been going to Center Parcs together for the weekend. Dom can’t work, and we all love to see him. To go away he needs special kit and a disability-friendly venue. Center Parcs do that brilliantly. Unfortunately, I had to spend half the weekend on the phone to officials working on quarantine regulations, trying to issue instructions between trips on the zipwire and to the ‘subtropical swimming paradise’. We had to use a little-known emergency procedure meaning the powers become law the moment I sign them and are then approved in Parliament retrospectively. The whole experience was surreal: I approved the final measures while we were packing to leave, trying not to miss anything vital from the lawyers while bundling all my stuff into my bags. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the end of the process: to become law, the new regulations had to be physically signed. Demonstrating her customary dedication, Natasha came round to the house with the various documents when I got back this evening, and I did the honours at the kitchen table. Hopefully the changes will remove the ambiguity and with it the problems we had with Arrowe Park. We can’t spend our time ringing round grumpy magistrates trying to get them to sign things off on a case-by-case basis.

         We’re adding a second quarantine centre, Kents Hill Park hotel in Milton Keynes, to accommodate more overseas returnees. In her capacity as Public Health Minister and general fixer, Jo Churchill dropped in at the centre. A good job she did, as it turns out Chris 47Whitty has been using his personal credit card to pay for all the extras to make their lives comfortable. What an absolute legend. The Prof always goes above and beyond. But what is wrong with the procurement system that he had to do this himself?

         MONDAY 10 FEBRUARY

         There are now eight positive cases here, all contracted overseas, including two GPs. Half are linked to the man in Brighton, who – as I feared – turned out to be something of a super-spreader. I called the PM to tell him this thing could go either way: maybe we manage to contain it, but more likely we’re going down.

         ‘Bash on,’ he said – a typical Boris refrain.

         I squeezed in a flying visit to his constituency to bang heads together on the proposed new hospital. Afterwards, I texted him to say the meeting had gone well and that first onsite works should begin this summer. Worst case, it’s part built by 2024. Best case, it’s finished.

         ‘Yipppeeee,’ he replied. Now I just have to make it happen, along with the other thirty-nine we’ve promised. What could possibly go wrong?

         So far, no explosions over the new legal powers. We were worried about how they would be received, but all quiet. It helped that I’d squared off the detail with shadow Health Secretary Jonathan Ash-worth, who’s very definitely one of the good guys. He was as pleased as we were that Corbyn didn’t win the last election.

         TUESDAY 11 FEBRUARY

         The disease has a new official name: ‘Covid-19’, standing for ‘coronavirus disease 2019’. The WHO came up with it – they were keen the name wasn’t place-specific (the Chinese would have insisted on that) and that it’s easy to pronounce. More than 1,100 people have now died in China, where they’ve had nearly 45,000 cases, and that’s just the confirmed ones.

         SAGE has started working on what lockdown options might have the biggest impact if they’re needed. They’re all being set out on a big 48A3 sheet of paper for ministers to consider. It’s dry scientific analysis – but shocking nonetheless. They think there’s not much point stopping large public gatherings because things like sporting events are one-offs that will only ever comprise a small proportion of contacts people have with others. People gather more closely and frequently in pubs and restaurants. Religious services and family gatherings are the biggest risk of all, as they bring much closer contacts than anything in public and generally involve older people. Then there’s schools. Might we have to shut them too? Since this disease barely affects children, it’s hard to see how that would benefit them directly, but if children pass it on we might have to. Think of the impact that would have! Another measure we’re considering is household isolation: the idea that if one family member gets Covid, the whole household has to isolate. Nothing like that has ever happened in Britain before.

         Driving home down the Harrow Road later, I looked at the crowds spilling out of the pub on the corner and tried to imagine what it will be like if we have to shut these places. I felt like I inhabited another world, that no one outside had yet seen into.

         Unhelpfully, No. 10 have been briefing far too definitively that there won’t be any flight bans. Big mistake. The reality is we may have to close borders.

         After this shock, Cabinet. In a mini-success, I’ve won the battle to ensure the emergency Coronavirus Bill is DHSC legislation, not run out of the Cabinet Office. Normally it takes months to get cross-government approval for a Bill. This time it was formally approved at Cabinet in principle – subject to wrangling over the detail, no doubt. The emergency regulations we’ve passed for Arrowe Park are OK, but we need a much broader set of changes – everything from rules around court procedures to powers to pay money out and support businesses much more directly than we ever have before. Cabinet nodded it through without dissent, reassured that it would be a temporary measure. I’ve been trying to get a meeting with Rishi Sunak, Sajid’s number two at the Treasury, to talk about cutting the cost of clinical negligence. His office keep saying they can’t find a time on Thursday: 49reshuffle day. I wonder if Rishi thinks he’s about to get promoted and is keeping his diary clear?

         ‘Have you had the wink?’ I asked.

         Apparently not.

         ‘Ha! No, nothing that exciting,’ he replied, saying he’s just back-to-back with meetings.

         Actually, I have a wider problem with the Treasury, which just isn’t engaging with our manifesto commitments for the NHS. I messaged Cummings saying I need them to play ball so that we can visibly deliver on extra nurses and hospitals by 2024. The Budget is only a few weeks away and they’re still proposing to cut £1 billion from our capital budget, which we just can’t spare. I’ve written formally to HMT, but it would help if No. 10 gave them a serious push.

         ‘These are not nice-to-have: they are mission critical commitments,’ I told Cummings. No reply so far.

         WEDNESDAY 12 FEBRUARY

         I was back in the COBRA room today for a civil service exercise to rehearse what we’ll do if the virus runs out of control. Whitehall is good at putting these exercises together, and if everyone plays their part, they can be very useful. There was one flaw: there’s a reshuffle tomorrow, and most departments had sent junior ministers, many of whom are about to be moved. Surely you do the practice exercise after the reshuffle, not before? There were about thirty of us seated in two rows around the big COBRA table. In front of us were various folders containing scenarios that unfolded as the exercise progressed.

         We role-played how we would do our jobs in two months’ time if the very worst-case scenario has happened and there are hundreds of thousands of people dying. We were asked to imagine that we’d failed to slow or mitigate the virus and we were reduced to reacting to the calamity. Where in Hyde Park would the burial pits be? Who would dig them? Have we got enough body bags? I sat there thinking, there’s no way we can let ourselves get into a position where we need half a million body bags. It just can’t happen. 50

         Worst of all was agreeing a protocol to instruct doctors which lives to save. Do we treat the young, because they have more years to live, or the old, because they are more vulnerable? Are all lives saved equal, or is each year of expected life equal? Horrific decisions, presented in such a bald, matter-of-fact way.

         Going through the administrative requirements for handling death on such a scale was really frightening. I could tell from the looks on my team’s faces that the gravity of the situation had hit everyone. And my conclusion wasn’t administrative at all. I resolved I never want to make these decisions for real: we must not let this happen. These scenarios and options are inconceivable. Of course, at a policy level the NHS already takes the view that drugs are cost effective if they cost less than £30,000 per year of quality life saved. That’s one thing. But asking doctors to choose between who to treat and who to leave? Dreadful. Whatever it takes, we must not let the NHS get overwhelmed.

         These exercises only work if you suspend disbelief and throw yourself into it. I looked across the room to George Freeman, probably my oldest friend in Parliament and the Transport Minister, with whom I shared an office for years. He was earnestly engaging in the make-believe, brow furrowed, playing his part as if it were for real.

         Later I went to see the PM to update him on the real world. I consciously had to jolt myself out of the ‘worst-case scenario’ mentality from the exercise, otherwise I might have given him a much more alarming sit-rep than required.

         I took the chance to ask him about Dom’s insistence on getting rid of Simon Stevens. It turns out the adviser wasn’t speaking for his master at all. Standing in his gilded office behind the House of Commons, Boris said, ‘On no account must we force him out. He’s done a long stint, so he may want to go, but let him go in his own time.’ That was my view exactly too, especially with coronavirus getting worse every day. It was a stark reminder of how little Cummings was representing the Prime Minister’s agenda – and how important it is to speak to Boris himself. I find it astonishing that Boris gives so much power to someone with such a blatant disregard for his own agenda or 51instructions. There’s no way any previous Prime Minister I’ve worked with would let it happen. I resolved not to listen to Cummings unless I knew he had the explicit backing of the boss.

         I sent a birthday greeting to Sir Nicholas Soames. I share so many political views with the old grandee, who retired at the 2019 election. He used to call me ‘Matty Moo Moos’, including once on Twitter, where he achieved some unexpected, late-career fame. Parliament is less colourful now he’s gone.

         I told Cummings I’m getting worried about progress on our key manifesto commitments on the NHS. These pledges were central to our electoral credibility, not to mention his Vote Leave campaign. Annoyingly, I’m not getting any traction from the Treasury. ‘I need them to play ball to visibly deliver on nurses and hospitals by 2024. I am pushing through official channels, but I need some drive from you,’ I appealed.

         His reply was a metaphorical shrug.

         THURSDAY 13 FEBRUARY

         Reshuffle day. Massive drama – Sajid Javid has resigned as Chancellor. Totally unexpected.

         I wasn’t really engaging with the various reshuffle comings and goings, knowing I wasn’t likely to be moved. I was sitting in my office (on my director’s chair with ‘Hancock’ across the back, a present from Pinewood Studios on a visit as Culture Secretary) with a team of public health officials when I suddenly realised everyone else was looking at their phones and muttering. I asked Emma what was going on.

         ‘Sajid’s resigned over his SpAds,’ she told me.

         ‘What? Over SpAds?’ I replied in astonishment. Not the most diplomatic reaction in front of my own SpAds, who looked crestfallen. Head, desk. Feeling awful, I did some very hasty backpedalling, explaining that now he’s resigned, they’ll all lose their jobs anyway. ‘That’s just how it works when you’re a SpAd – zero job security. You’re only as safe as your principal,’ I said, trying not to sound as if I don’t care. 52

         I hoped I made it clear how much I value them – which I really do – and they laughed it off, but I’m not sure they bought it. I felt bad – they are so loyal to me.

         As for Sajid, there’s history there. Last year, Cummings had one of his SpAds escorted out of Downing Street by a copper after accusing her of leaking information to the media – extraordinary chutzpah from someone who leaks at will – over something she vehemently denied. It was appalling behaviour and Sajid was rightly furious. Apparently Cummings tried to use the reshuffle to shore up his own power base by telling Sajid his remaining advisers would have to answer to No. 10 – i.e. him. Sajid told him to shove it – or words to that effect – and walked.

         After the news broke, a few friends wished me luck, tipping me for the Treasury, given I started life as an economist at the Bank of England. Good of them, but now is no time to change Health Secretary, even if Boris were that way minded. In the event, he promoted Rishi to No. 11. No wonder he was so coy the other day – he must have known things were getting very strained between Sajid and Cummings.

         My own ministerial team has emerged largely intact. Nadine Dorries thought she might be moved but sent a ‘Whoop Whoop!’ WhatsApp to everyone this afternoon confirming that she’s staying put.

         Jo Churchill stays too as the Public Health Minister, as does Ed Argar. Caroline Dinenage, who has been a terrific Minister of State for Social Care, is being replaced by Helen Whately. It’s such a difficult portfolio, because you get all the scrutiny but, because social care is delivered by local authorities, you’ve got very few levers.

         As the officials left the room at the end of the meeting, my advisers, Chris Wormald and David Williams stayed behind. The general view here is that Rishi will be easier to work with than Sajid, which is good, because I’m going to need Treasury firepower to get the forty hospitals programme moving.

         Annoyingly, Cummings is still banning ministers from appearing on the Today programme. Now we’re in a crisis, this is beyond 53ridiculous. We can’t afford petty vendettas with the media right now. This morning the Prof very capably stood in as the government representative. He has statutory independence, so Cummings couldn’t ban him even if he wanted to. He explained our focus on containment and isolation while numbers remain low, though he made clear we’re preparing for the next phase. I was fleetingly grateful for Cummings’s ban, or I’d have been on the show myself, trying to field a bunch of awkward questions about the reshuffle.

         Away from political machinations, my scientific advisers are increasingly pessimistic. SAGE is now of the view that China has failed to contain coronavirus, but they’re still against shutting things down here. They think travel restrictions within the UK won’t help unless they’re ‘draconian and fully adhered to’, while school closures would have to last weeks to do any good. Instead, they’re backing campaigns to encourage people to behave responsibly. They warned that in the run-up to epidemics, before people start dying, there’s always quite a lot of scepticism and inaction.

         There’s still a lot of noise about the reshuffle, which I’m trying to shut out. Gina sent me a firm message, telling me to focus on ‘sorting coronavirus’. She’s right.

         Several of the Wuhan escapees at Arrowe Park went home today, leaving behind touching tributes to the NHS staff who looked after them so well.

         FRIDAY 14 FEBRUARY

         More Cummings-induced reshuffle fallout. Malicious briefing to the media that Rob Buckland at Justice threw one of his SpAds under the bus to keep his job rather than stand up to Dom and resign, Sajid-style. The SpAd concerned says it’s nonsense. Understandably, Buckland, who’s a thoroughly decent and mild-mannered type, is very upset. The outgoing SpAd asked if I’d ring Buckland to pacify him, which I did.

         The Institute for Government has produced a pleasing little league table of who in government has spent longest in Cabinet. Gove’s top, 54followed by Trade Secretary Liz Truss and me. If you look at continuous service, it’s Liz and me, as Gove had a stint on the back benches when Theresa May – not his greatest fan – was in charge.

         Jamie has been poached by Oliver Dowden, the new Culture Secretary, as his new SpAd. I’m gutted, but the move suits him. He’s going to stay on until I find a replacement.

         SATURDAY 15 FEBRUARY

         Wuhan has been put into what the Chinese call ‘wartime controls’, with the authorities going house to house carting sick people off to quarantine centres. Hideous. However bad things get here, I can’t see us doing that.

         TUESDAY 18 FEBRUARY

         PHE says our current approach of tracing all contacts of anyone who’s infected is unsustainable. Apparently they can only cope with five new cases a week, which on average will mean 800 contacts. At a push this could be increased to fifty cases, but if we keep using the PHE tracing method it’ll be completely hopeless once numbers start multiplying. This is infuriating since only a few weeks ago they told me they had the best system in the world. I’ve asked for advice on how we could scale up, but I wish they’d told me weeks ago.

         There’s better progress on other scientific fronts. JVT told me that of the nine confirmed UK cases, we have now sequenced the genome of seven. That means we have the genetic data to understand exactly what this virus is made of, which helps with testing, treatments and of course the vaccine. We are going to trial various antiretrovirals including Lopinavir and Ritonavir to see whether they could be useful. The project is called the Recovery Trial, run by Professor Peter Horby at Oxford. Recruitment starts tomorrow. My role in these trials is to ensure they’re funded and protect them from pressure to call the results before they’re clinically valid. The scientists can do the rest. JVT is very excited and proud of how fast it’s been put together – and rightly so. Patients in China are being given an antimalarial drug called 55hydroxychloroquine, but there are no trial results of its effectiveness to justify using it here.

         I’m still having to spend far too much time on cruise ships. The first 400 or so passengers of the Diamond Princess have finally been released. We’re reluctantly sending the cavalry to get the Brits home. Raab messaged me a couple of days ago saying other foreign nationals were being rescued by their governments and if we didn’t get our act together, our lot would be left behind. He suggested a shared charter with France and Italy, but that was a no-go. I asked the FCO if we’d tried the Americans, and it seems they declined to let us in on their extraction, so we’re on our own. I talked to Boris and we agreed we should try to get the Brits to quarantine in Japan, but, perhaps understandably, the Japanese aren’t keen.

         Work to protect the most vulnerable – now formally called ‘shielding’ – proceeds at pace. Jenny Harries – who is tough as nails under that soft demeanour – is doing a great job.

         Owen Paterson rang this evening asking about Randox. Apparently PHE is still refusing to engage. ‘We are losing time,’ he said, sounding understandably irritated. Given the situation we’re in, it’s ludicrous PHE isn’t biting the hand off anyone offering help.

         I got straight on the phone to PHE again to find out what is going on. It turns out they still haven’t sent Randox what they need, despite me instructing them to do so three weeks ago. I’m furious and losing confidence in the organisation’s ability to do anything at the urgency and scale required. Frustratingly, I don’t have the power to enforce anything directly, even in a crisis, because of PHE’s independence. I have to either persuade them or take the responsibility off them altogether.

         A rare semi-night off this evening as I shlepped to the O2 in Greenwich for the Brit Awards. Inevitably I pitched up late because of work and missed the dinner. I was seated next to Ronnie Wood and told him I was ravenous. He looked at me rather pityingly and growled something about me obviously needing a pick-me-up. Reaching into his bag, he pulled out a package covered in tinfoil and started unwrapping it. I was already looking pretty pale due to lack of sleep and food; 56now I was properly freaking out. Even for a Rolling Stone, Ronnie had a reputation as a hell-raiser, and I was thinking ‘oh shit’ as I wondered what substance he was about to produce with the cameras all around us. After some further rummaging around, with a grand flourish, he finally unveiled… a Babybel. It turned out that he has young twins and always carries some of the little cheeses with him in case they get peckish. It was exactly what I needed.

         Cummings is hassling me again about Simon Stevens.

         ‘Timing agreed?’ he demanded.

         No. You’ve been rumbled on this one.

         WEDNESDAY 19 FEBRUARY

         More discussions about what’s in the battle plan. Are we really going to tell people we might shut schools or whole cities? Yes, I say: we might have to do this, so we have to prepare people, and for something as big as this, better a formal government document than briefings to the media – though with Cummings now engaged, you can never rule that out.

         THURSDAY 20 FEBRUARY

         The virus continues its global march. There’s some evidence that measures to keep people apart in areas where they would normally mingle – on transport, in shops, on the streets etc. – are slowing the outbreak in both China and Hong Kong. The term being used is ‘social distancing’.

         FRIDAY 21 FEBRUARY

         South Korea has reported its first death and has cracked down hard. They’ve closed kindergartens and community centres, sealed off nursing homes and banned rallies in Seoul. Italy has suddenly gone way further, quarantining 50,000 people in eleven municipalities, now called Red Zones. Schools are shut, sports and cultural events cancelled. Anyone breaching the rules can be fined €206 or get up to three months in prison. Wow! This is in Italy! 57

         There is now enough data from around the world for our experts to modify the worst-case scenario assumptions we had based on flu. Professor Neil Ferguson, the Imperial College modelling supremo, gave his updates today. We’d asked him to look at four specific questions:

         
	What proportion of the population could be infected with coronavirus?

            	What proportion of those will develop symptoms?

            	What proportion of the symptomatic will need hospital care?

            	And how many will need respiratory support?

         

His preliminary assumption is that 80 per cent of the population get infected. Of those, 50 per cent get sick, and, of those, 4 per cent go to hospital for an average of six to ten days. He thinks a quarter of hospital patients could need ventilators, which would create a massive supply issue. NHS hospitals aren’t generally full of ventilators – normally only a small minority of patients have serious breathing problems.

         The estimated death rate is very tentative but could be around 2.5 per cent.

         All of this assumes we don’t take any mitigation measures and that there are no treatments or vaccines, but the numbers still look horrible. No matter how fast we accelerate vaccines, there’s no hope they’ll be ready in time. So far, all the data seems to be pointing to the worst-case scenario, though I keep telling myself it’s early days.

         Amid all this, one of my colleagues sent me the details of a truly hideous non-Covid case involving one of his constituents, whose medical notes were mixed up by the hospital with someone of the same name. She was perfectly well mentally but sectioned in error and given electric shock therapy. Scandalously, she is now struggling to get her medical notes corrected, let alone win an apology. Jeez. It’s truly astonishing and just awful. Blunders like this should never happen and we must improve transparency when there are mistakes. 58

         SATURDAY 22 FEBRUARY

         Thirty British and two Irish citizens from the Diamond Princess arrived at the Boscombe Down MoD base in Wiltshire and were bussed straight up to Arrowe Park. No horsemen in sight this time. We’ve now quarantined a total of 273 people from four flights. After the initial pandemonium on Merseyside, the system is working well.

         SUNDAY 23 FEBRUARY

         Took a call from a very agitated-sounding Jens Spahn, who told me about the news on TV about Italy. I checked my phone to see extraordinary aerial footage of ghost towns. Places that should be buzzing are now eerily lifeless, with everyone locked indoors. Italy’s the new focus of the virus. It’s now had 150 or so cases and three deaths. They even closed Venice carnival early, with police ordering revellers off the streets.

         Meanwhile four of the Diamond Princess passengers have tested positive. I feel vindicated about going hard on quarantine. If we’d just let them disperse after bringing them back to the UK, who knows whether they would have stayed at home? Then we’d have had multiple super-spreaders. We’ve moved them from Arrowe Park into one of our designated coronavirus hospitals in Liverpool. The rest will be swabbed relentlessly till the end of their quarantine. I’m taking no chances.

         I spent much of the day battling to get money for our manifesto commitments. Apparently the Treasury has been quibbling over the ‘evidence’ for our request. I reminded Steve Barclay, who replaced Rishi as the Chief Secretary to the Treasury and is responsible for the government’s purse strings, that the Budget is less than three weeks away. Later I spoke to Rishi, who was much more receptive and seemed keen to get things sorted. Unless I keep up the pressure, all those extra hospitals and nurses we announced in such a blaze of publicity during the election campaign just won’t materialise.

         MONDAY 24 FEBRUARY

         Cummings has finally realised that Brexit is no longer the big story and turned his attention to coronavirus. To show he means business, 59he’s organising a daily 8 a.m. meeting in No. 10 for SpAds and officials, but in an act of total idiocy he’s timed it so that it clashes with my morning meeting and involves many of the same people. He’s made it very clear that he expects this to be the ‘decision-making meeting’ while everything else is just going through the motions. He has a complete contempt for elected politicians – the Prime Minister included – who he thinks just get in the way of the godlike technocrats he believes should run everything. (He used to call MPs ‘flying monkeys’ and absolutely relished his 2019 purge of Remainer MPs.)

         His power grab has created immediate practical problems. I don’t want to insist my team get into the office an hour earlier so we can hold our meeting ahead of his. I also don’t want everyone to have to repeat meetings when they’re so busy. But Cummings won’t come to my meeting and won’t have ministers to his. Meanwhile the Prof feels pulled in all directions. He says he will try to do both and then attend a third with the PM. What a farce. I told him it’s vital he attends No. 10 meetings to make sure they don’t decide anything mad, which is a very real possibility, especially since Cummings is in the habit of inviting a random selection of people according to his whims, including a revolving cast of professors, often statisticians, whom he hero-worships. My SpAds come back in despair.

         Cummings and I both went to Exeter College at Oxford University, though he’s a few years older than I am, so we didn’t overlap. After I left, my old tutor had the idea of introducing us, as he thought we were both free-thinking Conservatives and might get on. It didn’t work. While I put teamwork first, Cummings is very much a lone wolf, who makes no secret of his disdain for most other people. His contempt for anyone he considers less intelligent than he is means he has no qualms about burning anyone. When we were at Education together, he saw David Cameron’s No. 10 as a nursery staffed by idiots who on no account should be listened to. His whole schtick was that departments should do their own thing. His view, emphasised at every opportunity, was that No. 10 only ever created trouble and should be bypassed and left out of the loop at all costs. Naturally now he’s in No. 10 his theory 60of government has reversed. He dreams of nuking the entire Whitehall system and putting his beloved technocratic philosopher kings in charge of building something out of the ruins. Scratch the surface and it’s just an old-fashioned power trip. He doesn’t have the subtlety needed to be an effective chief of staff. His destructive approach might have helped get Brexit through but is not a way to run things in a real-world crisis. We need clear lines of accountability – but he hates that because then they wouldn’t run to him.

         TUESDAY 25 FEBRUARY

         Another repatriation headache brewing in Tenerife, where hundreds of British tourists are stuck in a hotel that’s gone into quarantine. Police are guarding the four-star Costa Adeje Palace hotel, and nobody is allowed to leave, after a visiting Italian doctor tested positive for the virus. Turns out he came from Lombardy, where the outbreak is still raging. I’m now adamant that we stop these repatriations: we can’t become the travel agent of last resort.

         Home Secretary Priti Patel is stressing there could be riots if we go too hard on social restrictions. In every COBRA meeting, the Home Office talks about the work they’re doing to ensure we are ready if there’s a massive backlash and people literally take to the streets or just systematically ignore the rules. My view is that this is very unlikely: people are understandably getting scared and by and large will do what they’re asked.

         Owen Paterson is getting increasingly grumpy that PHE isn’t giving Randox what it needs to develop a test. ‘It’s now nineteen days since PHE last contacted Randox at your request,’ he huffed. I get why he’s so cross. Gordon Sanghera is having the same sort of problems. Why? Because certain senior public health officials are absolutely allergic to anything involving the private sector. Evidently they’d rather risk lives than set aside these ideological objections. I must bust through this. It’s absurd.

         THURSDAY 27 FEBRUARY

         Owen messaged to say PHE has now outright refused Randox’s request for samples. I’ve put it on the agenda for tomorrow’s big meeting 61to instruct them to go ahead with all companies who need samples – and set a date. No such sniffiness from the Chinese, who are snapping up the company’s services. If this attitude towards our life sciences continues, we’re stuffed.

         More cheerfully, I had a great breakfast with former presidential hopeful Jeb Bush and a group of newly elected MPs. I’ve got to know Jeb quite well over the years, initially through Michael Gove as fellow education reformers. Son and brother to former Presidents, Jeb is thoughtful, incisive and, at 6ft 3in., towers over me. He’s a big fan of British politics (‘PMQs – I love that show!’), so I put together a breakfast of a dozen or so new Tory backbenchers in a small hotel near Westminster to talk about the future of the liberal right. A whole hour away from dealing with the pandemic was such a relief.

         Predictably, we’re under heavy pressure to use the RAF to evacuate Tenerife. Having slept on it, I’m still adamant we don’t. I phoned Shapps, nervous that he’d want to push it, but he totally agrees and sounded relieved that we see eye to eye. The FCO folded in too, and as if by magic a big headache went away. We told people there would be no more rescue flights. Somewhat to my surprise, everyone seemed to just accept it. Amazing!

         Back home there’s been a major outbreak at a Nike conference in Edinburgh, where at least twenty-five people are thought to have contracted the virus. Health Protection Scotland are going to do full contact tracing for everyone who tested positive there. The Scottish government is being really prickly. I get the impression that Scottish Health Secretary Jeane Freeman sees me as some awful English Tory rather than an ally in a joint battle to prevent a pandemic. We can’t afford this kind of divisive nonsense.

         In my red box tonight was a copy of the draft battle plan I commissioned. The team has basically pulled together everything we need to do to be ready. It sets out that we might have to lock down, close schools and have everyone in a household with a case isolate at home. It’s an extraordinary document, but it’s completely necessary for getting people ready for what might have to happen. 62

         In terms of the government machine, the hardest part may be dealing with the devolved administrations. Given that we’re one country, I think it’s nuts that they are going to take their own lead on domestic public health policy. That kind of devolution is all very well for something like fighting obesity, but not for a pandemic. Unfortunately, there’s not much I can do about it: they have these powers, all set out in the 1984 Act. Back then, the decision takers would have been the Secretaries of State for Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, all sitting in the same Cabinet. Now it’s the devolved governments. Those who framed the Act could not have foreseen what’s happening now, but it’s deeply frustrating.

         After much negotiation, my team managed to get them to back my joint action plan – as long as we put the emblems of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland on the front of the document. Eye roll. If that’s what it takes to keep them on board, fine. I respect the fact that health services are devolved, but a pandemic does not respect boundaries no matter how historic.

         In the plan we’ve set out scenarios ranging from mild pandemic to ‘severe prolonged pandemic as experienced in 1918’. Measures will need to be mixed and matched depending on the course the virus takes. At the peak, a fifth of the workforce could be off sick. This will have knock-on effects, such as the police potentially having to focus only on serious crime. The plan says life should continue ‘as normally as possible’, though of course it’s impossible to say yet how normal this ‘normally’ will be. It also sets out stark new powers to allow ‘medical professionals, public health professionals and the police to … detain and direct individuals in quarantined areas at risk or suspected of having the virus’. This is harsh stuff, but the powers already exist in Scotland and my Arrowe Park experience tells me it’s needed.

         The plan also identifies what we need to do to protect the NHS, including getting retired medics back into service and making sure that people who don’t need to be in hospital can leave. Penny Mordaunt, Cabinet Office Minister responsible for policy on handling deaths, decided to include the precautions from the exercise two weeks ago: that 63councils need to review their capacity in morgues and crematoriums to deal with a possible increase in bodies.

         Perhaps unsurprisingly, given the shocking nature of the content, it’s been a huge effort to get No. 10 to agree to publish the document. Thankfully they’re now on board. We need to publish next week or it will be too late.

         FRIDAY 28 FEBRUARY

         Ben Wallace is still being bombarded with requests for the RAF to ferry around Covid patients and is getting cross. This morning No. 10 asked him to fly a single individual from Northern Ireland to Newcastle for testing. He said no. Quite right too. There’s no reason why the patient couldn’t be tested and treated in Northern Ireland. The RAF is not some kind of private jet service.

         Today the sad news of the first British death from Covid: a man who’d been on the Diamond Princess. He died in Japan, but I feel it’s a wake-up call for the UK.

         We’ve also confirmed the first case of the virus passed on inside the UK. The patient is a man from Surrey – from Jeremy Hunt’s constituency in fact – who hadn’t been abroad at all in the recent past.

         While I get more and more worried, No. 10 are still trying to protect the PM from saying anything publicly about the virus. The Downing Street machine has been pushing back all week on him chairing a COBRA, so I decided to short-circuit them and called him direct. We really need his authority now. When he returned my call, I was in a classroom at Burton End primary school in my West Suffolk constituency. The kids got very excited when I looked at the screen and said, ‘I’m sorry, it’s the Prime Minister. I have to speak to him.’

         ‘Boris,’ I said, ‘you’ve got to show you’re engaged on this. You have to chair a COBRA and we have to end the stupid ban on going on the Today programme.’

         A few minutes later, I got a call from No. 10 asking me to return to London immediately for a formal meeting. On my way back to Downing Street, feeling like a broken record, I pushed for an immediate 64COBRA. Once again I was rebuffed and told we needed to give the secretariat time to get the correct papers ready etc. etc. Unnecessary red tape, meaning it will have to wait until Monday. However, I did succeed in persuading the boss to give a short interview at No. 10 this evening underlining that the virus is ‘the government’s top priority’. Progress.

         I was feeling quite good about all this when, to my dismay, I heard a colleague on the airwaves revealing contingency plans to set up a morgue in Hyde Park. Crikey. While I’m very anxious that people take the threat of the virus seriously, we don’t need to scare them with visions of corpses piling up everywhere.

         SATURDAY 29 FEBRUARY

         I woke to a text from Oliver Letwin saying he thinks we need to close the borders: all air and seaports. Despite having worked with him incredibly closely when he ran the Cabinet Office under David Cameron, I’d hardly spoken to him since he was unceremoniously booted out of the Commons last year in the Cummings purge of Remainer rebels. I was pleased to hear from him. He’s seen his fair share of crises and is far shrewder than his public image, so I was interested to hear his thoughts.

         ‘Would you still take that view if you knew it was contrary to epidemiological advice?’ I asked. Basically, yes: he called me immediately, telling me in no uncertain terms that we needed to get on with it.

         At heart Letwin is a Tory loyalist who’s not in the business of making life unnecessarily difficult for the government, despite the way he was treated. His advice troubled me. I asked the Prof, who knows Letwin from Ebola days, to call him to explain why he’s still advising against closing the borders, which seemed the best way of dealing with it, not least since I have my own doubts about whether the experts are right.

         We’ve had three more confirmed cases, taking the total to twenty-three. Two had travelled back from Italy recently and the third from Asia. So far we’ve administered a total of 10,483 tests, but PHE’s capacity is still growing far too slowly. Incredibly frustrating. 65

         Later I was at a friend’s wedding at Shakespeare’s Globe theatre, by the Thames. I hate being out of contact at the best of times, but this was in an underground room with no mobile reception, which was seriously stressful. I kept having to dart upstairs and look at my phone to check nothing drastic had happened, not least because I’m doing the morning media round tomorrow.

         One message was from the Prof, warning me that there have been a series of new cases, including a British doctor who caught it while overseas. His colleagues have all been taken off duty. Luckily he hasn’t been seeing patients.

      



OEBPS/images/9781785907753_cover_epub.jpg
MATT HANCOCK

'PANDEMIC
DIARIES

THE INSIDE STORY OF BRITAIN’S
BATTLE AGAINST COVID

WITH ISABEL OAKESHOTT





OEBPS/images/title_online.jpg
MATT HANCOCK

PANDEMIC
DIARIES

THE INSIDE STORY OF BRITAIN’S
BATTLE AGAINST COVID

WITH ISABEL OAKESHOTT

Biteback Publishing





