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MattHancock sets target of100,000 coronavirus tests
a day
Health secretary 'determined' to reach six-figure goal forEnglandby
endofApril

Coronavirus - latest updates
See all our coronavirus coverage

Rajeev Syal
Thu 2 Apr 2020 19.31 BST

The health secretary, Matt Hancock, has set the government a new target of carrying
out 100,000 Covid-19 tests a day in England by the end ofApril as he sought to
defend the government's approach.

After several days of intense scrutiny over failures in testing, including the
prioritisation of the public over doctors and nurses, Hancock said he was setting out
anew "five-pillar" strategy.

He said England would hit 100,000 tests a day, which would include antigen tests
that show whether people are currently suffering from Covid-19, as well as antibody
tests to see whether people have had the infection and recovered.
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Speaking at the end ofhis seven days of quarantine after testing positive for the
virus, he said: "I'm now setting the goal of 100,000 tests per day by the end of this
month. That is the goal and I'm determined we'll get there."

On Tuesday, there was capacity for 12,799 daily tests in England, although just over
10,650 people were tested. The government's target bymid-April had been to test
25,000 a day.

Hancock said it was his decision to prioritise testing ofpatients over NHS staff, and
added that he thought any health secretarywould have done the same.

Covid-19 in theUK
Daily cases Daily deaths Total deaths

6,338 87 177,977
Mar 2020 -254 vs last week

Vaccination rollout
Received 1st dose Received 2nd dose Received 3rd dose

79.6% TAA% 59.4%
Dec 2020

LAST UPDATED: 20 May 2022, this graphic is no longer updating as gov.uk have ceased publishing
daily data. Vaccinations as % of total population. Source: data.gov.uk.

"T understand why NHS staffwant tests, so they can get back to the frontline, of
course I do," he said. "But I took the decision that the first priority has to be the
patients for whom the results of a test could be the difference in treatment that is
the difference between life and death.

"I believe anybody in my shoes would have taken the same decision."

His announcement came at the daily Downing Street coronavirus briefing, where he
announced thatmore than £13bn ofhistorical debt owed by hospital trusts would be
written off to place the National Health Service in a "stronger position" to respond to
the crisis.

The health secretary said he had alsomade £300m available for community
pharmacies and that he wanted to make sure "every part" of the health and care
system was supported.

"Today, to help NHS trusts to deliver what's needed without worrying about past
finances, I can announce that I'm writing off £13.4bn ofhistoric NHS debt," he said.

"This landmark step will not only put the NHS in a stronger position to be able to
respond to this global coronavirus pandemic, but it will ensure that our NHS has
stronger foundations for the future too."
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In an unusually detailed press conference following several days of criticism of the
government's strategy, Hancock also attempted to confront claims that the UK is
lagging behind the responses to the disease in other European countries such as
Germany.

Hancock said he was going to "level with you" on the challenges the UK faced and
the government's plan to increase testing significantly.

The UK had not gone into this crisis with a huge diagnostics industry, as Germany
had, he said, and so had been "catching up".

Demand formaterials had led to a shortage ofboth swabs and reagents, Hancock
said. The swabs issue has been fixed but "we are still tackling the reagents issue,
which is a global challenge", he said.

In what appeared to be a first acknowledgement from the government thatmistakes
had been made, he added: "There will be criticisms made, and some of them will be
justified

Hancock said there was a "challenge" in ensuring the public could have confidence
in the tests being used on NHS staff. He added that a number of testingmethods
being analysed had failed to positively diagnose a coronavirus patient.

"In one case a test that I'm being urged to buymissed three out of four positive
cases for coronavirus.

"Thatmeans that three-quarters of cases, that test would have
given the false comfort of sending someone with coronavirus back on the wards.
Approving tests that don't work is dangerous and I will not do it," he said.

Hancock paid an emotional tribute to NHS staffwho had lost their lives, and
expressed his "deepest condolences" to the friends and families of all coronavirus
victims.

"If the past few weeks have shown us anything, it's that we are steadfast as a
country in our resolve to defeat this invisible killer," he said.

He went on to acknowledge that most of the NHS staffwho had died had been
migrants to the UK.

"Tam profoundlymoved by the compassion and the commitment that we are seeing
from people right across the country, and in the health and care system we have lost
colleagues too.

"Many of those who have died who are from the NHS were people who came to this
country to make a difference, and they did, and they've given their lives in sacrifice,
and we salute them," he said.

Hancock said he had come back from self-isolation on Thursday "redoubled inmy
determination to fight this virus with everything I've got".
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