
 

 
 
 
 

Three Weeks. Not much time for the PM’s new strategy to succeed. 

The set of new restrictions in England that the Prime Minister announced on Tuesday 

come into force today. In theory, this is a series of measures that will be in place for “up 

to six months”. In reality, there may require revision after a considerably shorter period. 

A week ago, discussions within Whitehall focused on the notion of a “circuit-breaker”, a 

short, sharp shock of additional restrictions – social and economic – in England that 

would have the effect of dramatically slowing the rate of new COVID-19 infections, in 

effect resetting the situation to where it was in mid to late August before the number of 

new cases started to accelerate again. One particular suggestion was that the most 

convenient time to implement such a stance would be the October Half Term, which 

could itself be extended to a fortnight in duration across the board to assist matters. 

That notion was, for now, abandoned for a series of reasons. First, mid-October was far 

too long to wait allowing for the fact that new cases have exceeded ten times the level 

than they were at their floor in mid-July. Some action was needed earlier than that. 

Second, there was a real risk of a serious divergence emerging within the UK as the four 

different nations appeared set to take not merely marginal but substantial differences in 

approach with a potentially divisive impact. Finally, there was very strong resistance, not 
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least from the Chancellor and the Treasury, against drastic impositions across much of 

the hospitality sector that would have been at the core of this strategy if adopted. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

• The set of proposals set out this week to reintroduce restrictions in England is a 

delicate compromise between public health and economic considerations. 

• It probably has (at most) three weeks to demonstrate that it can at least hold the 

number of new cases to acceptable levels and ideally reduce the figures. 

• This will require very considerable public compliance if it is to be effective. This is 

most likely to be achieved by consistently raising the spectre of a form of second 

lockdown as the alternative if the virus appears to be heading out of control. 

• If credible results cannot be achieved by mid-October then the pressure to revisit 

the circuit-breaker concept and perhaps in a more rigorous form will be intense. 

• This will prompt a substantial debate within the Cabinet and the Conservative 

Party in Parliament as to whether any new restrictions should relate mostly to 

personal movement or to the economic activities that might be affected. 

• This in turn raises the risk that the four nations within the UK will diverge on 

policy very much more significantly than they have to date during the crisis. 

• The real if unspoken question is whether the essence of the approach to the 

virus over the Winter is one of de facto containment or outright suppression. 

The Policy Conundrum 

The past few weeks have been exceptionally challenging within Whitehall. Some rise in 

the number of coronavirus cases had been anticipated as a consequence of lifting certain 

previous lockdown rules, the impact of international travel and the ending of summer. 

The increase, though, has been sharper than was expected and almost random in the 

sort of places where it has materialised. This has been compounded by the difficulties 

that many individuals who have sought a test for the virus have encountered even 

though overall testing in the UK is high by European standards. Furthermore, the 

evidence of “COVID fatigue”, especially among the young, has been accumulating. 



This is all made more complicated still by the fact that the available data on the disease 

does not emphatically answer the question as to what the direction of policy should be. 

The number of cases is obviously higher, but some way short of Spain and France which 

have been reluctant to reimpose restrictions at a national level (although some of their 

local lockdown regimes have been tougher than any seen in the UK). The assumption 

that, without further intervention, cases would double weekly and reach 50,000 in total 

by mid-October, as set out by Sir Patrick Vallance and Professor Chris Whitty on Monday 

is not an incontestible one. It has not occurred in Spain or France (as of yet) and in the 

case of the former the increase in cases is two months old and in France a month plus. 

Yet the leap to more than 6,000 cases revealed on Wednesday and slightly exceeded 

yesterday may indicate that it is only a matter of time before case numbers start to soar.  

It is also difficult to differentiate between household or “small world” infections and 

those drawn from the wider community. The majority of new cases do seem to come 

within households but they have resulted from a member of a household leaving it for a 

social or economic purpose. Where they have contracted the virus becomes imprecise. 

That they might have been in a bar or restaurant does not prove conclusively that they 

caught the virus there as they could have done so at the workplace or in a shop. Finally, 

to what degree should policy be adjusted for the findings that the largest numbers of 

new cases are among the relatively young, the least likely to need a hospital bed or die? 

The policy that has emerged for England is a perhaps an impossible attempt to strike a 

balance. It has sought to resolve divisions between and within scientists and politicians, 

the public health lobby and the business community and maintain a degree of cohestion 

between four nations with five different sorts of political order at their helm (England 

has a single Conservative Party majority, Scotland has an SNP minority that is backed by 

the Greens, Wales has a Labour administration supported by a lone Liberal Democrat in 

its Assembly and Northern Ireland is functionally an enforced DUP and Sinn Fein headed 

coalition). Furthermore, everywhere except England is due to hold elections in 2021. 

In an attempt to hold the line, therefore, Boris Johnson has parked the circuit-breaker 

and reached for something closer to an extension cable. He has put forward a softer 

series of measures than many will have urged on him and accepted that they might well 



have to be in place for several months in order to exert pressure on the disease. The 

brutal truth is that almost no one truly likes the new policies but few totally loathe them. 

The mid-October crunch 

It is entirely possible that this package will succeed in holding new cases at a stable level 

either because they were never destined to shoot through the roof anyway or because 

of high levels of public compliance. The older part of the adult population in particular, 

wary of acquiring the virus from their younger cohorts, may well stick rigidly to the “rule 

of six”, might choose not to visit restaurants and pubs at all, leaving them almost entirely 

to the young, and could take the message to work from home if that is possible to heart. 

If that were to happen, then there would be, to all intents and purposes, two Englands, 

one (the younger end) where the number of contact points barely reduced at all and 

another (the older part) where contact points fell to close to the levels seen in lockdown. 

The net impact of such an outcome would be a stabilisation in new case levels and a 

much more limited effect of those numbers on hospital admissions and mortality. 

This is, nonetheless, quite an optimistic scenario and it has a limited period of time in 

which to materialise before the pressure for a fresh re-evaluation of it increases. In 

about three weeks (which will be almost four weeks for the “rule of six”) enough time 

will have passed for a provisional evaluation to be made as to the extent to which this 

softer but longer approach to new restrictions is producing positive results. There will 

also be more evidence available from Spain and France and other countries that have 

experienced second waves of the virus and devised various different responses to this. 

In ideal circumstances, consideration, unless the numbers have moved overwhelmingly 

in one direction or the other, would take somewhat longer. Random factors can have an 

influence over a period shorter than a month. An unusually wet first half of October, for 

instance, would probably lead to fewer social interactions across households and a drop 

in footfall in pubs and restaurants, and this might be mistaken for enhanced compliance 

by the public at large when it was really simply the consequence of the weather and said 

little about what might happen were the following weeks to witness a much drier spell. 

What is really driving the mid-October crunch in England is the school Half Term factor. If 

one were to move towards tighter restrictions of some form then the logical moment to 



have the maximum impact would be in the week (two weeks if it was introduced) when 

the schools are closed and a higher proportion of people would be at home anyway. Not 

to take this opportunity and then be forced by the case numbers to switch approach in 

the less optimal moment of mid-November would be to expose the Government in 

England to very considerable criticism of inept indecision. Nicola Sturgeon has already, 

politically, turned the screw on the Prime Minister by already stating that she intends to 

review the measures that she has imposed on Scotland in three weeks’ time herself. 

What might tighter rules look like? 

That depends on the extent to which the numbers by then are calling the tune of their 

own accord. A real surge in cases that actually translated into very serious additional 

admissions to hospitals and deaths that were comfortably in three figures on a daily 

basis, despite the measures that have just been announced, would force ministers and 

officials towards a version of lockdown-lite irrespective of their personal preferences. 

The balance of probability is that the figures would not be that stark but that it was still 

clear that the R number was above one and unlike to decline to one without actions. 

At that point, two different approaches would have to be debated and decided upon, 

although a blend between them is entirely possible. The first would place the most 

emphasis on private personal movement. It would follow the example of Scotland and 

ban households from meeting with each other inside or outside. They would be a return 

to an explicit form of shielding for those considered to be among the most vulnerable. It 

is conceivable that the public would be set an explicit time (11pm?) when they would be 

expected, in most circumstances, to be at home and not to venture out until morning. 

This would not be a return to lockdown as such (daytime movement would be allowed) 

but for many people it would not feel functionally that different from April and May. 

The second strand would have a more direct impact on sections of the economy. The 

“work from home if you can” message would be hardened with employers strongly 

encouraged to allow older workers in particular some latitude in this regard. Other parts 

of the entertainment and hospitality industries would be brought into the net as well as 

bars and restaurants. The 10pm curfew could become an 8pm one or earlier depending 

on the prevailing conditions. The youngest (and GDP) would be hit as well as the oldest. 



Schools would be kept open at virtually all costs but it is imaginable that universities 

would be urged to move to on-line teaching exclusively and students might not come 

back to campus for the term following the (somewhat downbeat) Christmas holidays. 

It is difficult to overstate how politically explosive such a choice would be within the 

Conservative Party in Parliament. The divisions there are even more raw than might 

meet the eye but have been contained because some fundamental choices as to how to 

deal with a second wave have been averted until this point and muffled by the policy 

compromise that the Prime Minister has set upon, but cannot be anywhere close to sure 

that he will be able to maintain exactly as it is as of now for many months on end. 

These fissures are intense and compounded by personal considerations (not least the 

large number of ex-ministers in the House who were sacked by the Prime Minister either 

in his July 2019 reshuffle or the one conducted in February this year). There are some 

senior figures who think that the Government should have moved to the “circuit-break” 

as of next week and that it will be driven in that direction by the force of events and look 

the weaker for that process. Some even envisage an outright leadership crisis for the PM. 

Stories of him seeming to be depressed and exhausted are not appearing accidentally. 

Most backbench MPs, notably the newest intakes, are not in this camp. There are, 

however, sizeable blocs who either detest the civil libertarian implications of more 

restrictions on private personal movement or who fear that the economy is about to be 

sacrificed again at enormous cost on the basis of disputable scientific advice. There is 

also politics at work as many Conservative MPs believe that Labour is playing a shrewd 

game on the virus crisis, supporting the broad direction of policy but portraying the 

Government as heartless on its refusal to find a means of extending the furlough scene 

(the Chancellor has probably defused this charge in the short-term with his latest series 

of measures announced yesterday but unemployment will revive the issue) and hitting 

ministers hard over basic competence when it comes to testing, tracking and tracing. 

Views held among Conservative MPs about the First Minister of Scotland are basically 

unprintable in an FTI Analysis, with Ms Sturgeon seen as making every move with the 

2021 Scottish Parliament elections and potentially second independence referendum in 



mind. The spectacle, a few weeks hence, of the Edinburgh tail wagging the London dog 

on any tougher series of measures would not go down well at all with Conservatives. 

If he is fortunate, the Prime Minister will avoid this minefield. If he is not, then he could 

be in a very awkward situation by the middle of next month. If the numbers are rising 

(albeit short of exponentially) and he chooses to do nothing at all then he will be savaged 

by the public health contingent and accused of sacrificing lives unnecessarily for the sake 

of profits in public houses. That drum-beat would be louder still if Scotland (and perhaps 

Wales and/or Northern Ireland) heads off in a different, more stringent, direction. 

If, on the other hand, a further round of restrictions are adopted then he can hardly 

afford for this to be a minimalist package that has to be supplemented again later. 

Moving the pub curfew to 9.30pm and allowing only ten people at weddings would not 

cut the mustard. If he leans towards rules that primarily impact private personal 

movement, not the operating hours and conditions of parts of the economy, then he will 

come under attack from one section of his own party (and the Opposition), but if he 

shifts towards partially shuttering the hospitality industry for the winter months then 

that will trigger uproar from a different segment of his MPs (and the Opposition). It may 

be that there is a “split the difference” drawn from the two different approaches that 

can somehow retain widespread support among Conservatives but it is not obvious. The 

possibility of a serious meltdown in the opinion polls is plainly one that is more plausible. 

Conclusion 

The unstated argument here is important but nuanced, not least on grounds of taste. It is 

whether in the event of a second wave, which is sizeable but nowhere near as terrible as 

the first one in terms of deaths, the essence of policy should now be that of containment 

(pushing the R number back in the direction of one, but knowing that it is unlikely that it 

would actually return to beneath that figure) and minimising the death toll by measures 

that are most likely to keep the most vulnerable away from the virus (in which case a 

policy rooted in restricting private personal movement may be enough by itself) or is to 

be one of suppression (pushing the R number below one) and aspiring to end with the 

absolutely lowest death toll viable (which is an objective that it is hard to conceive can 

be realised without some potential sweeping changes to how the economy operates)? 



 

This in turn depends on a set of very difficult calculations that need to be made as to the 

degree to which a containment strategy could be rendered more palatable by other 

developments which cannot be assessed in their entirity at present. These include 

precisely when a vaccine will come and how swiftly it could be distributed to those who 

would be most exposed to the virus if they were not vaccinated, whether a host of new 

treatments which were unavailable six months ago might have the effect of forcing down 

the death rate for those who contract the virus by a considerable margin than happened 

in the Spring and, as the ultimate backstop should the vaccine be delayed, whether it is 

really possible to increase UK testing capacity so that much of the population could be 

tested on a very regular basis should that prove necessary. Absent a dose of really good 

fortune in the next few weeks, the Prime Minister faces a long and perhaps dark Winter.  
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