OFFICIAL: SENSITIVE

Update on border controls to protect public health (as at 29 January 2021)

From: Tom Smithson

COVID-19 Recovery and
Restart Directorate

] 1&S !
Date: 31 January 2021

Issue

1. To provide an update on UKG proposals to strengthen border controls to protect
public health and to seek initial views on the proposals as detailed four-nation or
five-nation discussions are due to get underway.

2. Formal advice will be submitted as soon as officials get details of the proposals
and are able to assess the operational implications in order to agree Welsh
Government positions.

Background

3. Evidence relating to the continued spread of the Brazilian and South African
variants of concern suggests that the current international travel restrictions
cannot be relied upon to stop importation of new variants once identified. This
increases the chances of a variant that is able to escape the current vaccine
becoming established in the UK.

4. The Health Protection (Coronavirus, International Travel) (Wales) Regulations
2020/574 (“the International Travel Regulations”) impose information and
isolation requirements on persons entering Wales from outside the common
travel area (CTA) after having been abroad. Notably, people who have been in a
non-exempt country or territory must isolate for a period of 10 days unless they
can claim a sectoral exemption. In addition, there are also more stringent self-
isolation requirements in place for a list of specified countries (the ‘red list’)
linked with variant strains of coronavirus, which applies the isolation requirement
to household members, disapplies any sectoral exemptions and narrows the list
of reasons for which a person can temporarily leave isolation. In addition, there
is a ban imposed on the arrival of aircrafts and vessels which have travelled
directly to Wales from countries and territories subject to additional measures.

5. The red list currently (29 January) consists of 33 countries with new ones being
added most weeks (last week saw United Arab Emirates, Burundi and Rwanda
added). The UK Government has also announced (26 January) a New Variant
Assessment Platform in conjunction with the WHO, to make the UK’s genomic
sequencing capability available to other countries to help improve global
surveillance of new variants. This could help identify the spread of existing, and
entirely new, variants of concern; which could lead to a further expansion of the
red list.
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6. The approach to reactive travel bans that has been used up until now, following
assessment by the Joint Biosecurity Centre and others, is unlikely to be
preventing entry of new variants into the UK. Because of this, additional
measures have been proposed by the UK Government, building on advice
discussed at SAGE. For these to be effective they will need to operate on a four-
nation basis across the UK, as well as including the CTA.

7. Initial four nations engagement is underway at both official and ministerial level
but as yet details are scant and proposed timings for implementing these
proposals are not yet known.

UKG engagement to date

8. A paper discussed at SAGE on 21 January reviewed evidence to consider the
effectiveness of different border measures, including travel bans, on importations
and seeding, and the potential reduction in risk from testing and isolation. This
has been considered by technical and professional experts within Welsh
Government to provide tailored advice to the CMO for Wales on international
travel measures (attached).

9. Press coverage over the weekend of 23-24 January reported widely on UKG
plans for quarantine hotels and an expected announcement early the following
week. Officials were briefed on 27 January (10:45am) on the content of a
planned announcement by the Prime Minister and Home Secretary that
afternoon.

10.Also on 27 January (11:30am) the First Minister had a call with the Chancellor
and Duchy of Lancaster (CDL), First Ministers of Northern Ireland and Scotland
and Deputy First Minister of Scotland on the same announcement.

11.These proposed border measures were also discussed in the four-nation Health
Ministers call on 28 January. At these discussions, MHSS called for stricter
restrictions now, to be scaled back later, pressed for official level discussions to
take place urgently and for relevant papers to be shared.

12.1n all calls the UKG have maintained they are seeking a four nations approach.
This is supported by all devolved governments, and has been the long-held
position of the Welsh Government in relation to border measures. However,
there has been very limited engagement to date, with no detailed information yet
available other than what has been announced by the Prime Minister and Home
Secretary.

13. Officials continue to press for detailed engagement to begin with UKG
counterparts. This is promised early in the week commencing 1 February. The
announcements by the Prime Minister and Home Secretary both suggested
further detail would be made available to the House of Commons this coming
week. That is likely to leave us very little time to consider and influence any
detail before further UKG announcements are made. We understand the
Department for Health and Social Services will be the lead department in UKG.
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