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Exclusive: Britain will achieve herd immunity on Monday

UCL modelling says number of people with protection either through vaccination or
previous infection will hit 73.4 per cent on April 12

By Sarah Knapton, SCIENCE EDITOR

7 April 2021 • 9:30pm
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Britain will pass the threshold for herd immunity on Monday, according to dynamic

modelling by University College London (UCL), placing more pressure on the Government to

move faster in releasing restrictions.

According to the UCL results, published this week, the number of people who have

protection against the virus either through vaccination or previous infection will hit 73.4 per

cent on April 12 – enough to tip the country into herd immunity.

The number is in stark contrast to the modelling released by Imperial College this week,

which suggested there was just 34 per cent protection by the end of March.

Last week, antibody testing by the Office for National Statistics (ONS) suggested that, in the

week ending March 14, around 54 per cent of people in England already had antibodies to

the virus, and slightly less in the devolved nations.

Since then, a further 7.1 million people have received a first dose of vaccine and nearly

100,000 have tested positive for the virus, with many more acquiring a silent, asymptomatic

infection. 

It is thought about one in 10 people also have some innate immunity through infections with

other coronaviruses – pushing population-level protection up further – while others may be

immune through T-cells, which would not be picked up in antibody testing. 

Prof Karl Friston, of UCL, said: "The herd immunity estimates surprised me. However, they

are unremarkable when one considers that over 50 per cent of adults have been vaccinated,
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around 42 per cent of people have now been exposed to the virus and about 10 per cet have

pre-existing immunity.

"When factoring in the estimated efficacy of vaccination in terms of sterilising immunity,

this – according to the model – means about 70 per cent of the population are immune. 

"Based upon contact rates at the beginning of the pandemic and estimated transmission risk,

this is nearly at the herd immunity threshold."

The model also suggests that, in the coming months, the threshold level needed for herd

immunity will drop dramatically, with Britain needing just 40 per cent protection by the

middle of the summer to be safe.

The work by UCL differs from other models because it reacts quickly to real-time deaths,

infections, vaccinations, vaccine effectiveness data, hospital admissions and Google mobility

trends, which inform transmission trends and the 'R' rate, which it currently estimates to be

1.12. 

The key lockdown roadmap dates

March 29 April 12
‘Stay Home’ order lifted
People are able to meet outdoors either in groups of
six or as two households
Organised outdoor team sports back on

Non-essential shops open
Pubs and restaurants open, but outside only
One household can stay away overnight in the UK
Hairdressers and nail salons open

May 17 June 21
Groups of six from two households can meet indoors
Pubs and restaurants open indoors
Cinemas and theatres open
Weddings and other life events allowed with up to 30 people

As close to normal
as possible
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Despite the 'R' being above one, it predicts that deaths will continue to fall to low levels by

May 24 and stay there, with no summer spike forecast. 

Modellers say their "most likely" scenarios contrast with the SPI-M projections of "reasonable

worst-case scenarios" and are more optimistic about the pandemic.

"Generally, the most likely predictions of mitigated responses, i.e. what is likely to happen,

are more optimistic than worst-case projections of unmitigated responses – i.e. what could

happen," the researchers said. The team also published the code of their model so that it can

be checked.

The Telegraph understands that the Government is unhappy with the pessimistic tone set by

models produced by SPI-M, released earlier this week, and has asked other groups to

critique the work. The SPI-M summary, presented to Sage, suggested the roadmap out of

lockdown was "highly likely" to lead to increased hospital cases and deaths this summer.
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The models were criticised for using out of date and flawed assumptions about levels of

population immunity and effectiveness of the vaccine as well as failing to factor in

reductions in transmission due to vaccination and seasonality.

Prof Carl Heneghan, director of the Centre for Evidence Based Medicine at Oxford

University, said: "In my 20-plus years as a doctor, I've never come across a summer surge in a

respiratory infection in the UK. The modelling now keeps changing dramatically, so it's hard

to see how it helps us. What we really want to do is look at the real-world data and make

decisions from there.

"One of the problems is nobody is going back and checking whether the modelling matched

up with the reality. We know that modelling in schools has not helped us because it was

incorrect. So we need to have a reality check."

Boris Johnson has confirmed that he will not deviate from the current roadmap despite

warnings from scientific advisers that it would result in a third wave.

The Government also ignored dire predictions that reopening schools would trigger a spike

of new infections, which did not come to pass. 

However other scientists were more skeptical about the UCL findings that herd immunity

could be imminent. 

Dr Adam Kucharski, Associate Professor in Infectious Disease Epidemiology, London School

of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine, said: "The modelling approach used to produce this analysis

has a history of making over-confident and over-optimistic predictions.

“There is currently a lot of uncertainty about vaccine effectiveness on reducing

transmission, the duration of vaccine protection, characteristics of new variants, and the

future control measures countries may keep in place or relax.

"However, it is not clear from the online model description how it incorporates these

uncertainties, or what has been updated since it made its predictions above.

"Models can be a useful tool for exploring potential dynamics under different assumptions

about transmission and control measures, but it’s crucial that these assumptions are made

clear, and known biases in past model performance are addressed before new results are

publicised.”

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2021/04/06/government-models-warning-third-wave-based-flawed-figures-telegraph/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/global-health/science-and-disease/covid-news-coronavirus-vaccine-eu-astrazeneca-lockdown-end-rules/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2021/04/05/full-release-lockdown-could-trigger-hospitalisations-bad-january/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2021/04/02/apocalyptic-schools-covid-spike-predicted-scientists-simply/


4/13/2021 Exclusive: Britain will achieve herd immunity on Monday

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2021/04/07/exclusive-britain-will-pass-covid-herd-immunity-threshold-monday/ 6/9

Prof Rowland Kao, the Sir Timothy O’Shea Professor of Veterinary Epidemiology and Data

Science, University of Edinburgh, added: “We have to consider a number of factors. First, the

underlying number of people who have already been infected will vary considerably from

region to region – as an extreme example, the Scottish Highlands and Islands have had very

low infection levels so very little naturally induced immunity in those populations. 

“There is also evidence that the uptake of vaccination has been highly variable, with in

particular some ethnic groups and people in deprived communities substantially less likely

to have been vaccinated. 

“These are also the groups where individuals more likely to be seriously affected by COVID-

10 infection. Thus any assessment of when we are likely to attain herd immunity which does

not consider these heterogeneities, would be overly optimistic in its predictions of our levels

of protection.”
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