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The first question I have is what is your opinion on
negative impacts of the COVID-19 lockdowns?

My argument at the outset was that we can be very confident
that lockdown could cause very serious harm. How can you
deny the fact that a child who gets their only meal of the day
at school would not be harmed when they were not allowed
to go to school? You know about psychological harm much
more than I do. I come from India, where closing down soci-
ety means people die. The same could be argued for the rest
of the Global South. Hundreds of millions of people have
been pushed into poverty because of lockdowns. In 2020
we already had very good evidence that lockdowns cause
harm. We have set up a charity called Collateral Global
(collateralglobal.org), which attempts to document these
harms. We did that because it seemed to me that in 2020,
the harmful effect of lockdowns was by and large unacknow-
ledged. My fundamental position on lockdowns is that they
are extremely harmful. They selectively harm the poor and
the young. I will not accept ignorance as an excuse. Where
there was uncertainty was around the benefits of lockdown.
We had certain harm balanced by uncertain benefits. I think
what was done was exactly the opposite of the precautionary
principle. We should have thought of different solutions to
the problem rather than locking down.

It’s interesting you mentioned evidence. I’ve seen some
recent research on the effectiveness of lockdowns
which pointed to small effect size, if any. Why do you
think that this evidence is not discussed much now?

We didn’t know in 2020 whether lockdowns stop spread.
That uncertainty was balanced by the certainty that lock-
downs would cause harm. The harms were obvious. The
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benefits were uncertain. But even if we agree with people
who stated that it would stop the spread, there are other
questions. What would stopping the spread achieve? One
can make an argument on stopping the spread until a vac-
cine was developed for the vulnerable. But now it has
become clear that lockdowns did not stop the spread, not
in any measurable way. So you would think those people
who are pro lockdowns would accept their error. You
would think they would have the humility and the grace to
say so. Not just because that’s what you do as a scientist
when you’re wrong. But because the next time this happens,
we need to make sure we don’t repeat the same mistakes. So
I am really astonished that that whole community are refus-
ing to acknowledge that and insisting that we should have
locked down earlier and harder.

I have seen the serious negative effects of lockdown on
people with severe mental illness and especially people
with autism spectrum disorder. Do you think these
harms would be considered in future pandemics?

All we could do is set up an archive, and this we have done
with our charity Collateral Global. It simply documents what
has happened in various settings around the world without
any judgements. All one can hope for is that there will be
a growing slow realisation that lockdowns are a very
inappropriate tool for dealing with the problem. I've previ-
ously likened it to taking a hammer to kill a fly sitting on
a pane of glass. There is nothing we can do other than
keep that record alive. The charity is doing pretty well. It
has raised a lot of money and the director has published
extensively on the harms of lockdown. It is there in the aca-
demic literature. Hopefully, people will realise that it was
not inevitable and the costs far outweigh any benefits.

Do you think the UK COVID-19 inquiry will ever
address the question of lockdown?

No. They have tried to address it. They asked me for a wit-
ness statement, which I provided. Then they didn’t invite
me to the stand, which is fine. But it is very disconcerting
that they posed questions about my ideas. I mean literally
reading off transcripts that I had provided to the inquiry
itself and asking other people to respond to what I had
said, without giving me the opportunity to do so. I don’t
think they want to listen to what I have to say but my wit-
ness statement is there for anyone to see,' as is my state-
ment to the Cabinet in September 2020.
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I saw a sort of schism among scientists, and what I
always wondered was why one group of scientists was
selected over others by politicians to be the designated

experts. Is there a process for selecting them?

I don’t think there were many of us who were saying some-
thing different. There’s a network of scientists who do what I
do, which is mathematical modelling of infectious diseases.
Almost all of them were networked into a sort of larger
group who were advising the government. I think there
were only a few people like myself, who were questioning

the dogma of lockdown, as it had become.

Talking about modelling, the policy to start the lock-
down was, at least to some extent, based on computer

modelling.

I use mathematical models, which are equation-based. I use
computers to help me solve them. The type of models that
were mainly used, certainly in the UK, were computer simu-
lations. I'm a bit of a purist. I think you have to be very cau-
tious when you’re using a computer simulation. However, I
don’t think that’s the reason we had a problem. The com-
puter simulations pretty much did what any simple, much
cleaner, mathematical model would do. The problem was
in the assumptions they made on the way the pandemic
had spread (or not) in any substantive way through the
population. They made the assumption that the infection
fatality rate was extremely high. The difference between
what we argued and what was coming out of Imperial
[College London] and other places is that we emphasised
that there could be no certainty in the knowledge of when
the pandemic arrived and what its infection fatality rate
was, whereas they were very confident that it had a fatality
rate of 1%. So the difference was more in the assumptions.
I do not think the fundamental assumptions they made
were backed up by anything at that point, except for a few

bits of data.

I admit that I learned these things many years ago, but
we are talking about science and the way the hypoth-
eses are tested. They are tested in the real world, not

in computer models.

Models are not good for testing hypotheses. They are
hypothesis generation tools. You have to test them with
data. In the pandemic, certain models were published that
were highly circular. For example, Imperial published a let-
ter claiming that the computer models had saved 400 000
lives. This was based on a model that had said 450 000 peo-
ple would die. They came up with a computer simulation
that said that meant they saved 400 000 lives. That’s not

science.

That’s interesting. So is it justified, without having
proper data, to use these models for public policy-
making? Because it seems to me that’s what happened.

I think that is what happened. You have to understand what
the models are actually saying. We published in medRxiv an
alternative model (just a set of simple equations) which
showed that the data we had on deaths at March 2020 was
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compatible with a number of different scenarios.® So you
could have the situation that Imperial had modelled, which
assumed the epidemic had only just arrived and was killing
1% of anyone infected. It was equally possible to fit a
model in which the epidemic arrived in December 2019
and the infection fatality rate was very low. On that basis
we said what we needed to do was to determine how many
people had already been exposed to the virus. We even set
up, by the end of March, a neutralising antibody test for
SARS-CoV-2 in my lab. But then everything went kind of
haywire and we were only able to test some blood donor
samples from Scotland, which indicated that it had not
spread there yet, except in Glasgow where we recorded a
seropositivity of 11%. Mathematical models are quite useful
to guide our thoughts and to generate hypotheses. The prob-
lem is not the model. It’s this idea that you can fit it to data
and then claim that fit is the only fit, whereas actually there
are other fits, which I think were much more realistic.

As psychiatrists we do a lot of risk assessments and our
risk assessments have very low positive predictive
values. And maybe I’m too naive, because when I looked
at the way things were run at that time, it very much
reminded me of our work, where we have to intervene
with a large number of people, many of whom are
false positives.

I think that the way the models were used was wrong, It sug-
gested that we had huge certainty about what was going to
happen. Whereas, in fact, we were completely uncertain
about the dynamics of the pandemic and where we were
within the course of it. We were uncertain whether lock-
downs work or not. The only thing we were certain about
was that lockdowns would cause harm.

It’s interesting because in my work we have a lot of
uncertainty and unfortunately we conflate uncertainty
and risk. There is a book by Frank Knight in 1921
about separation of uncertainty and risk.* This mixing
of uncertainty and risk is harming my profession, and it
seems that it had an effect during that time too.

It is true.

There is a quote from Stephen Schneider on the double
ethical bind scientists face: the choice between being
honest and being effective.” It made me really think
that scientists are trusted as purveyors of truth. But
when they move to becoming agents of social engineer-
ing, I find it extremely concerning. What is your opinion
on that?

First of all, the idea that scientists are purveyors of truth is
complicated. The scientific method sets one up to try to
discriminate as best as possible between truth and untruth.
There is a very important question and one that I've talked
about previously in other contexts. What are your respon-
sibilities within your profession and, as a professional, out-
side of it? There’s a novel called Mephisto by Klaus Mann,
which is about an actor who sold himself to the Nazis to
progress his career. After performing as Mephisto in
Goethe’s play Faust, someone comes and accuses him and
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says “You sold your soul to the Nazis’. He replies ‘Leave me
alone, I'm just an actor’. The truth is that no one is just an
actor or just a scientist. We all have responsibility to soci-
ety. That is precisely why I spoke out against lockdown.
What the Schneider quote is doing is something quite
wicked. Because that quote is replacing social responsibility
with social engineering. A scientist has social responsibility,
but they should not be in a position to make decisions
about what the public needs to hear and how they can
manipulate the public into doing what they consider to
be the right thing to do. I think you have to draw a very
clear distinction between responsibility and power. A lot
of mathematicians and modellers just say ‘I'm just a mod-
eller, I just did the modelling’. That’s not good enough
either. I think, if like me, you felt that lockdowns would
cause harm, you should have said so. I certainly felt obli-
gated to speak out. But I didn’t think it was my job to
coerce the public to behave as I saw fit. What I wanted
was constructive dialogue.

There is one last question and that is a sensitive one. I
saw that you were attacked from different angles. The
faces that I saw who attacked you were White men. I
thought that in any other context, everybody would
shout ‘racism’ or ‘sexism’. In this context, I didn’t
hear a thing.

It wasn’t convenient for them. I don’t particularly think that
the people who were hurling abuse at me were actually and
necessarily racist or sexist. What matters more to people, in
this field anyway, is whether you are playing the game. I
don’t think that the people who were trying to shut us
down were doing so because I was a woman. That wasn’t
their first concern; instead, it was to say ‘How dare you dis-
agree with us?’. You could ask the question, had I been a
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White male, would they have treated me with the same
level of disdain? Certainly in America, there are White
males who were also treated very poorly. So I think what
we saw was a manifestation of tribal behaviour rather than
overt racism or sexism.

References

1 Gupta S. Professor Sunetra Gupta’s UK Covid Inquiry Witness Statement.
Collateral Global, 2023 (https://collateralglobal.org/article/sunetra-
guptas-uk-covid-inquiry-witness-statement/).

2 Gupta S, Heneghan C. Written Evidence Submitted by Professor Carl
Heneghan and Professor Sunetra Gupta, University of Oxford (CLLOT17).
UK Parliament, 2021 (https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/
36911/pdf/).

3 Lourenco J, Paton R, Ghafari M, Kraemer M, Thompson C, Simmonds P,
et al. Fundamental principles of epidemic spread highlight the immedi-
ate need for large-scale serological surveys to assess the stage of
the SARS-CoV-2 epidemic. medRxiv [Preprint] 2020. Available from:
https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.03.24.20042291v1.

4 Knight FH. Risk, Uncertainty and Profit. Houghton Mifflin, 1921.

Naughten K. The Schneider Quote. ClimateSight, 2009 (https.//climatesight.
org/2009/04/12/the-schneider-quote).

*BJPsych Bulletin is not responsible for statements made by contributors and
material in BJPsych Bulletin does not necessarily reflect the views of the Editor-

in-Chief or the College.
OPEN
BY

Copyright © The Author(s), 2024. Published by Cambridge University
Press on behalf of Royal College of Psychiatrists. This is an Open Access
article, distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits
unrestricted re-use, distribution and reproduction, provided the original
article is properly cited.

doi:10.1192/bjb.2024.95


https://collateralglobal.org/article/sunetra-guptas-uk-covid-inquiry-witness-statement/
https://collateralglobal.org/article/sunetra-guptas-uk-covid-inquiry-witness-statement/
https://collateralglobal.org/article/sunetra-guptas-uk-covid-inquiry-witness-statement/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/36911/pdf/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/36911/pdf/
https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.03.24.20042291v1
https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.03.24.20042291v1
https://climatesight.org/2009/04/12/the-schneider-quote
https://climatesight.org/2009/04/12/the-schneider-quote
https://climatesight.org/2009/04/12/the-schneider-quote
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1192/bjb.2024.95

	Professor Sunetra Gupta
	References


