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The speed of the global spread of coronavirus is staggering.

On March 5, Chris Whitt\, the UK¶s chief medical adviser, announced the death, in Berkshire, of the

first UK patient to have tested positive for COVID-19, the disease associated Zith the neZ

coronavirus. That patient had contracted the virus Zithin the UK.

E[actl\ eight Zeeks earlier, on Januar\ 9, in the Chinese cit\ of Wuhan, the first such death

ZorldZide had occurred. At the time it Zas reported that there Zas no evidence the virus could spread

betZeen humans. That Zas quickl\ proved Zrong. The virus spread around the Zorld and the rise in

deaths is noZ sloZest in those countries it reached first.

In England and Wales, the ver\ latest data has just been published on the number of all deaths

registered in the Zeek ending March 13 ± Zhich Zas 11,019 people. This Zas some 186 feZer than in

that same Zeek over the course of the last five \ears.

It¶s Zorth looking in detail at the period just before the pandemic reached the UK to understand Zhat

huge variations in mortalit\ occurred recentl\ before an\one died due to COVID-19. That¶s because

it¶s useful to knoZ hoZ bad the situation alread\ Zas in late Januar\, Februar\ and earl\ March

before the crisis full\ hit as it is e[pected to ± and hoZ often the numbers d\ing at this time of \ear
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have risen above Zhat the NHS and adult social services have (and have not) been able to cope Zith in

ver\ recent \ears.

FeZer deaWhs Whan aYerage

In the 56 da\s from Januar\ 11 to March 6, the total number of people Zho died in England and Wales

Zas recorded as being 90,940, onl\ one of Zhom Zas knoZn to have tested positive for COVID-19.

Others Zho died ma\ possibl\ have had the disease, but not been tested for it. HoZever, it¶s unlikel\

that the virus Zas Zidespread in England and Wales in the first feZ months of 2020. That¶s because

the 90,940 deaths Zas 5,023 people loZer than the average in the same eight-Zeek period over the

previous five \ears, Zhich Zas 95,963.

One obvious reason Zh\ feZer people died in earl\ 2020 Zas because the previous five \ears had been

e[traordinaril\ bad, as the graph beloZ shoZs b\ comparing the absolute numbers of deaths in these

same 56 da\s in each of the last 11 \ears.

In England and Wales the most recent \ear of loZ mortalit\ Zas 2014, in Zhich 82,670 people died

and life e[pectanc\ across the Zhole UK temporaril\ reached its highest ever level for both men and

Zomen. HoZever, 2014 Zas not that unusual until recentl\. For the five \ears before that, betZeen

2009 and 2013, 85,023 people died on average in England and Wales in these same eight Zinter

Zeeks. Part of the reason Zh\ there ma\ be feZer recorded deaths during these eight Zeeks in 2016,

2019 and 2020 than in 2015 and 2018 is because more people died Zhen social services and the NHS

Zere particularl\ overZhelmed, leaving feZer frail people alive and at risk the ne[t \ear.
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The huge rises in mortalit\ across the UK since 2010 are noZ Zidel\ accepted to have been linked to

austerit\ cutbacks on services, especiall\ social services. The rise in deaths Zas not due to ageing as

there Zere ver\ feZ births in the 1930s Zhen the population currentl\ aged 81 to 90 Zere born.

MiWigaWion maWWers

So hoZ Zell is the UK in general geared up to deal Zith the spread of the virus?

It has been reported that, compared to German\, the UK has five times feZer ventilators per person at

risk. Since austerit\ deepened the UK has been spending roughl\ a million euros (�925,000) less a 

Zeek on its health services compared to German\.

There has been little planning and a great deal of denial. Reports have suggested it Zas onl\ on March 

11 that the full scale of the challenge facing the NHS full\ daZned on the government¶s scientific

advisers.

Read PRUe: CRURQaYiUXV: ZhaW Whe 2009 VZiQe fOX SaQdePic caQ WeOO XV abRXW Whe 
ZeeNV WR cRPe

What Ze knoZ at the moment is that the virus is especiall\ deadl\ among the elderl\. The Cambridge

statistician David Spiegelhalter has implied that one Za\ of vieZing \our chance of d\ing folloZing

contracting COVID-19 is that it¶s like having the mortalit\ chance of somebod\ eight \ears older than

\ou are. For a 20-\ear-old, having the mortalit\ chances of a 28-\ear-old is nothing to Zorr\ about;

but for an 82-\ear-old having the chances of a 90-\ear-old is.

Researchers at Universit\ College London have produced estimates for the likel\ number of UK

deaths Zhich var\ from betZeen 13,791 and 1,110,332 depending on Zhether mitigation is successful

and if the relative risk turns out to be loZer than e[pected, compared to a ³do nothing/high-risk´

scenario.

MorWaliW\ raWes in Whe spoWlighW

The number of people Zho die in each countr\ in Europe ma\ Zell depend not onl\ on government

action, but also on the number of alread\ ver\ elderl\ and frail. Another fact ma\ be Zhether the usual

living conditions mean that old and \oung tend to live together ± something Zhich varies markedl\ 

across Europe. This ma\ have been one reason Zh\ mortalit\ rates rose faster in Ital\.

As cases in China shrank and those in Europe greZ, the Zorld map appeared split Zhen shaped b\

deaths due to COVID-19 as counted up to March 23.
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According to the Centre for Evidence-Based Medicine at the Universit\ of O[ford, the current 

mortalit\ rates reported across Europe for people tested and found to have the disease var\ from 9.3%

per infected person in Ital\, 6.6% in Spain, 4% in China and 4.9% in the UK, to as loZ as 0.4% in

German\ and Austria, and 0.3% in NorZa\.

This is Zh\ at 8.30pm on March 23 the UK Zas put into lockdoZn. Such action Zas sensible given

hoZ little Ze currentl\ knoZ. We Zill knoZ much more ver\ soon.

HoZever, the O[ford estimates also suggest that of those actuall\ infected, as compared to those

knoZn to be infected folloZing testing, the actual global mortalit\ rate ma\ be as loZ as 0.2% ± or

less. This is Zhat Ze should hope for ± Zhile preparing for Zorse.

GeW Whe laWeVW neZV and anal\ViV, diUecW fURm Whe e[SeUWV in \RXU inbR[, eYeU\ da\. JRin hXndUedV Rf

WhRXVandV ZhR WUXVW e[SeUWV b\ VXbVcUibiQg WR RXU QeZVOeWWeU.
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