Message

From: Alexandra Burns [ABurns@no10.gov.uk]
Sent: 28/12/2020 15:30:52
To: PS, Sec-OF-STATE-Diary [sec-of-state-diary.ps@education.gov.uk]; ACLAND-HOOD, Susan [susan.acland-

hood@education.gov.uk]; PERMANENT, Secretary [permanent.secretary@education.gov.uk]; 'psmatthancock'
[psmatthancock@dhsc.gov.uk]; '‘psmichaelgove@cabinetoffice.gov.uk' [psmichaelgove@cabinetoffice.gov.uk];
cabinet.secretary [cabinet.secretary@cabinetoffice.gov.uk]; Edward Lister [ELister@no10.gov.uk]; Dan Rosenfield
[DRosenfield@no10.gov.uk]; Bowler, James - CO (OFF-SEN) [James.Bowler@cabinetoffice.gov.uk]; Henry Cook
[HCock@no10.gov.uk]; James Slack [JSlack@no10.gov.uk]; Allegra Stratton [AStratton@no10. gov. uk]; Kathy Hall

[kathy.hall@cabinetoffice.gov.uk]; Munira Mirza [MMirza@no10.gov.uk]; NR A@no10.gov. uk],l """""" NR |
NR il@no10.gov.uk]; Imran Shafi [IShafi@no10.gov.uk]; Stuart Glassborow 77
[SGlassborow@no10.gov.uk]; Nikki Da Costa [NDacosta@no10.gov. uk];f NR 'riJnolO gov.uk];

Declan Lyons [DLyons@nol0. gov uk]; Jones Steffan - Cablnet Office (OFF SEN) [steffan Jones@cabmetofﬂce gov.uk];

prlvateofflce@mod.gov.uk' [sofs-privateoffice@mod.gov.uk]

CcC: Jones, Sean - HMT [Sean.Jones@hmtreasury.gov.uk] NR is@hmtreasury.gov.uk]; PM
Private Office Support Team - Internal [pmpost.int@no10.gov.uk]; 'James Rogers'
[iames.rogers@cabinetoffice.gov.uk]; NR i@cabinetoffice.gov.uk]; John
Fitzpatrick [john.fitzpatrick@cabinetoffice.gov.uk]; | NR Jcabinetoffice.gov.uk]; KINNIBURGH, Julia
[|u]|a klnnlburgh@educatlon gov.uk]; PS, Sec-OF- STATE [sec of-state. ps@educatlon .gov.uki NR |

............................

SEN) [mark sweeney@cabmetofﬂce gov.uk]; William Burgon Cabinet Office - (OFFICIAL)

[W|IIIam.burgon@cabmetofﬂce.gov.uk],; NR d@dhsc.gov.uk]; Jones, Steffan - Cabinet
Office (OFF-SEN) [steffan.jones@cabinetoffice.gov.uk]; Martin Reynolds [MReynolds@no10.gov.uk]
Subject: PM READ OUT - Covid Schools 28 January

All,

Today the PM held a discussion on school return with the Education Secretary and his Permanent Secretary, the Health
Secretary, the CDL and the Defence Secretary and officials from his team and the Covid Taskforce.

Steffan kicked off the meeting by running through the latest Covid data, which is showing that:

The new variant is rising rapidly in the South East, London and the East of England, where it is estimated to now be
making up a higher proportion of cases than the old variant

The highest % is in secondary school children — with increases in primary age children too. Estimated 2% of primary
school children {or 1 in 50) and 3% of secondary school children (though in London, at almost 6% or 1 in 17)

Areas with the new variant are those showing the rapid increases

The Education Secretary outline the social cost of closing schools — in particular the impact that is felt for children in
disadvantaged areas — and highlighted the consistent message the Government has held on the importance of
education, even in areas with high Covid rates. He also set out his concern that if schools were closed in January it would
be difficult to open them again until perhaps Easter.

He put forward the DfE proposal, which is to:

Have primary schools back as usual on 4 Jan

Harden the message on testing on return in secondary schools — to get all schools to implement it

Giving schools an extra week to stand it up — eg critical worker and vulnerable kids in from the 4w, others starting from
11w prioritising exam cohorts, with all back 18 jan

Begin weekly testing of all secondary pupils

The Health Secretary set out that the difficult period is from now until around the Feb half term, and his concern that
Tier 4 will not be enough to hold the new variant with schools back, given in Kent the November lockdown failed to. He
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also highlighted the potential increased transmission associated with university return. The challenge was to get to half
term with the least damage to children’s education but whilst holding back the new variant. He was concerned that
having everyone back in secondary schools on 18+ Jan may be too soon, and was keen that we made one decision now
that we were likely to be able to stick too. He agreed with the relative prioritisation of exam cohorts.

There was brief discussion about the vaccine programme, on which the PM asked about comparisons with the USA, who
he had heard had vaccinated 2m people. Steffan provided the latest data, showing that the UK had vaccinated double
the US per head. Nonetheless, the PM was keen that we remained as ambitious as possible on speed of roll out.

The CDL said that the crunch question was whether — given the impact we know the new variant has on R —we needed
to do something on schools in order to keep the NHS afloat until the vaccine is sufficiently rolled out. He agreed that
year 11 and 13 should be prioritised, and suggested that DfE look at whether term times could be altered given the
circumstances. He would also like to understand how effectively we think schools will be able to administer the tests.
The Defence Secretary highlighted the regional differences in current Covid rates. Many areas in the North and Midlands
had made sacrifices since August having been in Tier 3, and schools have been kept open, with schools delivering that
even with high rates. He was keen to lend as many military personnel as possible and necessary to help on testing
logistics, planning and training — with school led testing potentially being important as a first flag in communities. He was
also keen to understand the difference in the extent to which the new variant was likely to spread with children in
school vs at home.

The Chief Scientific Adviser outlined that whilst we don’t have data to determine the spread when children are at home
vs at school, but we do know that the spread has been rapid in areas with the new variant, and will go up the age
ranges. We know that children do transmit and take it back into households, and that when half term occurs there is a
decrease in spread. School closures do have an effect. It is clear that with this new variant, when it takes off it really
takes off. This is a question about risk appetite — and whether we get ahead, or potentially end up behind. We will know
a bit more by mid-January and have a clearer idea on the effectiveness of Tier 4 measures by the end of January.

The Chief Medical Officer highlighted the regional differences which made this decision difficult. In the South, we should
to be doing everything we can to contain the virus and protect the NHS, whereas in the North and some parts of the
Midlands progress of the virus is currently slower and action now risks looking disproportionate. But the effect in 2 to 3
weeks all over the country could mean that we look back and question whether our risk appetite now was at the right
level.

In conclusion, the PM understood the DfE proposal and thought that the mass testing proposals sounded positive,
though overall he could also see the arguments for having a lower risk appetite on opening. Decisions will need to be
taken in the round this week. In the meantime, on schools specifically he would like to urgently see the delivery plan on
testing in every school for the start of term, as well as understanding the precise policy (ie are we compelling
individuals/schools? How? What’s the form of words he could use?) — and whether weekly testing is deliverable, and
what would need to be done to make that happen.

Please can DfE provide a note on the above, working with test and trace, for 6.30pm?

Alex
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