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Locked-in syndrome: why this must all end on 19 July

Zero COVID is unachievable, write Paul Dolan (LSE) and Sunetra Gupta (University of Oxford). Continuing to
impose restrictions inflicts disproportionate harm on the young, small businesses and creative industries.

We were extremely disappointed to hear that the remaining lockdown restrictions would not be lifted in the UK on

21 June. In extending restrictions because of the Delta variant, the government decided that those who stood most
to gain from the delay — vulnerable individuals who have not yet been vaccinated — are more important than those
who will lose out enormously: the younger generation, the creative industries, and the many smaller enterprises that
will not survive after these periods of restrictions. They decided that the benefits in making people feel safer from
delaying were greater than the significant hedonic and economic costs from ruining many people’s and business’s
plans. We think they got these calculations wrong.

But we are where we are, and so what matters now is that all restrictions are lifted, once and for all, on 19 July. This
should also include allowing those who test negative to cease to self-isolate, not least so that the thousands of

=children who do not have COVID can return to school. But there are two, perhaps even more fundamental, reasons
wny 1Y July must genuinely be “Freedom Day”.

19 July must be the day on which the government finally delivers on what it claims to be their goal;
namely, the kind of endemic equilibrium which we have learnt to live with for a host of other respiratory
pathogens — and not zero COVID

The first relates to the social contract between different groups in society, and between citizens and the state. It
should be worrying to anyone concerned with the health and wellbeing of all groups in society that those who will
almost certainly call for further extension to some of the restrictions continue to refer only to the (possible and
questionable) benefits of doing so. They make no reference at all to the costs of continued economic and social
inactivity. They will glibly repeat the line that “it's only another few weeks” but, for those who are really suffering
from lockdown, counting down to 19 July is now just about the only good thing in life.

The restrictions imposed upon us could be interpreted as being in direct violation of many of the central tenets of
the contract between citizen and state, and yet we have gone along with them on the understanding that they would
be lifted — first on 21 June, and now on 19 July if certain conditions have been met. Vaccines have now largely
broken the link between infection and serious illness. They can never sever it entirely. All those people who have
rolled up their sleeves to be jabbed in an effort to restore basic liberties must now be wondering what more needs
to be done for a return to “normal’.
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The second reason why 19 July must be the date on which all restrictions end is because any other decision will
imply that we are effectively pursuing a zero COVID policy. The journey towards an endemic equilibrium will
inevitably involve an increase in rates of infection. Pockets of susceptibility will remain (as they have in Bolton, for
example) or re-emerge as the infection-blocking effects of natural immunity and vaccines wear off. Within each of
these pockets, infections will rise and decline (as they have in Bolton) as people acquire (or re-acquire) immunity.
Models which ignore the impact of naturally acquired immunity, and ascribe all the decline in infections to
interventions, tend to produce quite outlandish forecasts for what may happen when restrictions are removed, and
they also tend to assign improbable increases in transmissibility to new variants which may come to dominate in
these spikes.

Many countries around the world are finally accepting that we cannot remove COVID from society, even
those, such as Singapore, which have actively sought to keep the virus out

A key point that has been missed in these discussions is that the reproduction rate (R) for an endemic disease is
equal to 1 and not 0. We should expect that the prevalence of infectious individuals will hover around one in a
hundred when we reach this point. Whatever their impact on spread, imposing harmful restrictions whenever
infection rates exhibit an increase is a policy in pursuit of R=0 rather than R=1.

19 July must be the day on which the government finally delivers on what it claims to be their goal; namely, the kind
of endemic equilibrium which we have learnt to live with for a host of other respiratory pathogens — and not zero
COVID. It is also the day on which we should stop presenting data on the number of daily infections. This number
has no real meaning once the link between infection and disease has been broken, and we are now reaching an
endemic equilibrium. It will only serve to further scare a population who have been made to feel afraid, and
disproportionately so, for far too long.

Many countries around the world are finally accepting that we cannot remove COVID from society, even those,
such as Singapore, which have actively sought to keep the virus out. Policy makers must now remove lockdowns
from their COVID response.

This post represents the views of the authors and not those of the COVID-19 blog, nor LSE.
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