Whatis NHSTT?

The NHSTT programme is a £10bn national cross-government programme chaired by Baroness

Dido Harding, reporting directly to the Prime Minister and the Cabinet Secretary. The programme
has four objectives:

1. increase the availability and speed of testing

2. identify possible close contacts of those who test positive, and asking those close contacts

to isolate
3. rapidly identify and contain outbreaks
4. enable government to learn about infection rates and respond appropriately.

To deliver these objectives, NHSTT originally intended to deliver widespread swab testing alongside
contact tracing based on online notifications, telephone-based contact tracers, a new smartphone
app, and partnerships with local authority public health services. Yet, as with the implementation of

any new national programme of work, difficulties have arisen at each stage of development.
Timeline of COVID-19 testing in England

The first known cases of COVID-19 in England were confirmed on 31 January, with contact tracing

and outbreak management led by local and regional Public Health England health protection teams.

On 12 March, as the number of cases in the community rose, testing and contact tracing of members

of the public in England ended (the ‘contain’ phase). Instead, a case in the community was defined
based on an individual’s symptoms and their likely exposure to someone with the virus, rather than
on a positive test result (the ‘delay’ phase). The country’s limited testing capacity was reserved for
patients admitted to hospital, and active contact tracing was confined to high-risk settings with

vulnerable individuals, such as care homes and hospitals.

In the early stages of the pandemic around 1,500 tests per day were being processed. Capacity for
further testing was limited, partly by national Public Health England laboratory infrastructure that
was designed to give quality assurance and specialist microbiology testing rather than mass testing.
Another setback resulted from the virus being classified as a category 3 pathogen, which requires
laboratories to have stringent safety measures. These are only in place in a limited number of
containment level 3 laboratories, few of which lie outside of Public Health England. Butin early

March procedures were developed to allow testing to be carried out in the much wider network of

containment level 2 laboratories.
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