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Inside Germany's Covid-19 testingmasterclass
Britain tsdpatting itselfon the back over testing after thepeak haspassed. Howmany lives
couldhave been savedby takingthe German approachfrom the off?

By Stephen Buranyi May 1, 2020

hen I reached Dr Rainer Schwertz, in Heidelberg, he expressed
something that has been in short supply from nearly everyone in the
UK: honest hope that the Covid-19 crisismaybe under control. "For

fourweeks herewe have hadmore recoveries from Covid-19 than new cases," he told
me. Schwertz is head ofthe public health department in the Rhein-Neckar district
ofGermany, a local administrative region ofover 600,000 people,which includes
tha nites AF fae tte tr than
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moment the first confirmed casewas reported in a local hospital-a personwho had
just returned from a skiingholiday in Italy. "We realised people are comingback
from Carnival vacation, and there would bemore cases," saidWelker. "The numbers
were notbad yet, even to the firstweek ofMarch, butwe sawwhatwas happening in
China, in Europe, andwe took a leap of faith to scale up," added Schwertz.

Starting the next day, the public health authority restructured all its departments
towards crisis response-staff that usuallyworked on dentistry or children's health
weremoved to public information call centres or processing testing data. "At firstwe
asked the University ofHeidelberg for some medical students to help out initially
therewere 11, aweek later therewere 120," said Schwertz. The local government
seconded 100 staff to public health and opened the coffers for "whateverwe
needed," he explained. And indeed, Stefan Dallinger, the district administrator of
the Rhein-Neckar region toldme: "In the beginning I didn't knowwhat an FFP2
maskwas, but the doctors knowbest andmyjob is to back them up, give them the
budget to do everything."
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Scientist-in-chief: Angela Merkel's government has trusted expertise-and local authorities

Scientist-in-chief: AngelaMerkel's government has trusted expertise-and local
authorities © Bernd vonJutrczenka/DPA/PA Images

From the beginning, the plan was clear.Widespread testinghad been
recommended by the Robert Koch Institute, the nationalbody in charge of
infectious disease response, and the state governmentwas recommending the same.
The strategywas to test anyonewho had symptoms, and track down all the people
theyhad contactwith to isolate them aswell, snuffing out potential spreaders and
keepingpressure off the hospitals and ICU bays. The UniversityHospital
laboratories switched their research personnel and equipment to coronavirus
testing. The call centre that the health authority set up fielded 2,000 calls a day,
directing residents to hospital testing centres and then,when theybegan toworry
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The ability to testmade the outbreakvisible and allowed precise responses. The
doctors began a "corona-taxi" service medics in local authority cars checkingup on
asymptomatic peoplewho had shown up as infected at home, keeping them away
from hospital. Theybuilt a separate facility to house Covid-19-positive care home
residents, shieldingother residents from them,while also keeping them out ofICU
until necessary. None ofthis could havebeen donewithoutwidespread testingof
suspected cases.

Thingsweren't perfect. "The labswe used couldn't always get the reagents. We never
knew ifoneweek laterwewould have to stop testing," saidWelker. But disaster never
struck. Schwertz andWelker said theywere lucky. Unless you take the view that
Germany hasmade its own luck, itmust have been allotted quite abit of it. Although
states and regions have significant autonomy to direct their own response, it has
been uniformly good across the country, even ifnot quite as good as Rhein-Necker.
As of27th April, the district had only 35 coronavirus deaths, about 10 deaths fewer
thanwould be expected given Germany's national average rate. By comparison, the
same populationmapped onto theUK could expect over 200 deaths.

ADVERTISEMENT

Germany and theUK logged their first coronavirus caseswithin two days ofeach
other-27th January in Bavaria and 29th January in York-but since then have taken
different paths.We have all become obsessive graphwatchers, and over the past
eightweeks,while Germany has been a strongperformer on virtually all themetrics,
we have lagged behind-fewer tests, fewer hospital beds, tardier treatments-aswe
rapidly climb themostwatched and indisputably tellingmeasure ofall, total deaths.
It has become common knowledge that they have succeeded, even aswe struggle to
admitwe have failed. When aDepartment ofHealth source told the Sunday Times:
"We could have been Germany,' themessage was all too clear.

And Britain only needed to open its ears to know that testingwouldmake all the
difference. In theweek of16thMarch, whenWHO Director General Tedros
Adhanom Ghebreyesus admonished nations to "test, test, test," the Koch Institute
Germany's government agency directing the coronavirus response-reported that
more than 170 labs across the countrywere already doing a combined total ofover
15,000 tests a day and that 400,000 had been completed since February. The UK at
that time had not even reached a cumulative 40,000. By the end ofthatmonth,
whenMatt Hancock tweeted theUK had finally reached 10,000 tests a day, German
mediawere reporting that a single lab in Cologne, DRWisplinghoff, was on its own
managing 5,000 tests every 24 hours.

https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/politics/40165/inside-germanys-covid-19-testing-masterclass 3/9

INQ0005828500003



03/03/2025, 14:06 Inside Germany's Covid-19 testing masterclass

Prospect
laboratories? The greater institutional strength ofGerman political leadership?
Theirbiotech andmighty chemical industries underwriting their regimewhile ours
were struggling to buy lab supplies?Or even their national character-competent,
meticulous, upbeat being somehowbetter suited to the crisis?None ofthis is quite
right. Their success is complex in its details, but simple in precis: at every level they
were co-ordinated, flexible and prepared. They knewwhat their healthcare system
could do, and theyworkedwithin it. Our leaders, by contrast, sometimes appear to
be describing the powers ofa system that doesn't exist.

"Germany's success is complex in its details, but simple in precis-it
was co-ordinated, flexible and prepared"

One particular advantagewas clear: ifyouwant to test a lot ofpeople for coronavirus,
it helps to invent the test first. A team at Berlin's Charité Hospital developed a test
for Sars-CoV-2 inmid-January. It shouldn't have taken that long for others to catch
up the protocolwas, after all, made publicly available by theWHO on 17th January.
But despite the German test being available, the British government opted for some
reason to develop its own in-house test,which came into use more than threeweeks
later on 10th February. ABritishmedical virologistwho didn'twant to be named
toldme they didn'tbelieve an in-house testwas necessary. This tendency to turn
inwards, away from obvious solutions, would come to characterise the British
response.

Thewisdom ofrapid testing isn't arcane or complicated. "The larger the number of
undetected infected people, the faster the spread," Koch Institute head Lothar
Wieler explained at a lateMarch press conference. Ifyou can identifywho has the
virus, you can isolate them, and thenmove on to test everyone theymayhave
infected aswell. Do this fast enough and you break the exponential spread of
infection. TheWHO calls "test and trace" the "backbone" ofCovid-19 response.

ADVERTISEMENT

And yet despite this, theUK government admitted to abandoning this standard
strategy sometime inmid-March. Yvonne Doyle, medical director ofPublic Health
England (PHE), told the House ofCommons Health and Social Care committee on
26thMarch that test and trace had recentlybeen stopped. The same week, Deputy
ChiefMedical Officer JennyHarries told reporters testing and tracing in the general
populationwas not an "appropriate intervention" at the time, and suggested that
theWHO's advicewas only for "low- andmiddle-income countries." The
government has since scrambled to scale up testing, and Hancock announced in
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The structural differences between the German and British government and health
systems are immense, and in some respects the early leadGermanyjumped out toin
testing appeared to be aproduct ofthese differences. Responsibility is highly
devolved belowcentral government there is a strong state government, andbelow
thatmore than 400 districtswith public health responsibilities that can extend to
runninghospitals. Each level is granted a high degree ofautonomy, leading to rapid,
ad-hoc solutions like those seen in Rhein-Neckar. "Becausewe're so decentralised
people look for solutions in their own area. Theydon't depend on direct orders,"

explains Dr PeterTinnemann, a public health researcher at Charité Berlin.

Anyone thatwanted to scale up testing earlywas allowed to go to private labs
approvedby the Koch Institute-or cobble together their own solutions. "We saw
whatwas coming andmade the decision regionally. Everybodyhad Cca PCRmachine
[required for testing] in the basement, we put those into service. Our transfusion
service had amachine andwe got itworking round the clock," saidMatthias Orth,
head of laboratorymedicine atMarienhospital Stuttgart and aboardmember ofthe
German Association ofClinical Pathology, whose own hospital began expanding
testing in late February.

Let me do itmyself: the UK's decision to create its own coronavirus test, rather than use Germany's, set it
back © Jack Hill vA/ WPA Pool /Getty Images
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The situation in theUK, where power is concentrated and often hoarded in central
bodies, couldn't have beenmore different. PHE centralised testing in eight labs that
it controlled,with an initial capacity of1,000 tests per day. This eventually
expanded to hospital labs, but I spoke to doctors at several London hospitals and
none of their in-house labs started testinguntilmid-March, threeweeks aftermany
German regions. Before that theywere sending tests away to PHE,which becamea
bottleneck in the system.

I also spokewith severalmedical researchers in charge of labswith the expertise,
equipment, and health and safety clearance to provide testing, who contacted PHE
to offer their services inMarch, butwere either ignored or rebuffed. "A good lab
could do 1,000-2,000 tests a day.We could easily have 50 ofthose labs doing 50,000-
100,000 tests a day. Wewere offering the facilities but itwasn't on the cards at the
time," explained AlanMcNally, ofthe University ofBirmingham's Institute of
Microbiology and Infection.
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