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Written Evidence submitted by British Medical
Association

The BMA is a professional association and trade union representing and negotiating on behalf of all
doctors and medical students in the UK. It is a leading voice advocating for outstanding health care
and a healthy population. It is an association providing members with excellent individual services
and support throughout their lives.

1. Summary

1.1 The BMA welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Public Accounts Committee’s inquiry into
Covid-19: Test, track and trace. The NHS Test and Trace System (NHSTT) has been an
important part of the Government’s response to the Covid-19 pandemic. However, the BMA has
concerns about how public money has been spent on the system and the effectiveness of the
system.

1.2 The BMA has repeatedly expressed its concerns about NHSTT and how its failings have
contributed to the virus’ spread. Throughout the pandemic there have been obvious issues with
the testing element of the system in the UK: from a severe shortage of tests at the beginning of
the pandemic, to shortages of tests during the autumn surge leading to patients travelling
significant distances around the country for tests. The efficacy of the system has also been
reduced by its inability to meet the standards set out by SAGE (Scientific Advisory Group for
Emergencies) regarding turnaround of test results.

1.3 The tracing element of NHSTT has also failed consistently to meet the targets set out by SAGE
to guarantee its efficacy in reducing the spread of the virus, leading both the Prime Minister and
the UK Chief Scientific Adviser to admit the failings of the system in October?.

1.4 The underperformance of the national system has been coupled with substantial problems
including a failure to provide adequate training to its contact tracers and or place them in an
environment where they could be trained by people who had expertise in contract tracing.? The
centralised system has also failed to account for language barriers; reports have suggested that
call handlers have delayed calls to patients because of a lack of translation services.? Serco also
breached data protection legislation by sharing email contact details of 300 recruited contact
tracers* and there have been reports of inoperable online administration systems.5

1.5 The system has also faced further issues including, delays in cases and contact details being
transferred from national teams; cases passed lacking vital contact information, or duplicating
cases that have already been contacted; and limited access to the centralised IT system used
by NHSTT, forcing councils to resort to recording information on spreadsheets.®

1 The Guardian (October 2020) PM admits failings as England’s Covid contact-tracing system hits new low

2 New York Times (June 2020)

3 The Guardian (January 2021) Test and trace needs radical overhaul to prevent further Covid surges in England —
experts

4BBC (May 2020) Coronavirus: Serco apologises for sharing contact tracers' email addresses

5 New York Times (June 2020)

6BBC News (November 2020) Coronavirus: Inside test-and-trace - how the 'world beater' went wrong9
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