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Christmas 2020

1. Introduction

It is unclear what the Government’s plans for the Christmas break in 2020 are. Messages delivered
by minsters have been contradictory and ambiguous, leading to confusion about whether some
relaxing of the rules will be made or not. What is apparent, however, is that:

e The currentinfection rates mean that it is not reasonably expectable that complete normality
will be restored by the expiry of national lockdown on December 2.

e With over a million students in the UK, their return home (regardless of other measures) has
the potential to contribute to a ‘third peak’ in infection rates in mid-late December.

e A ‘normal’ Christmas in 2020 would involve increases in infection rates due to mass travel,
non-COVID safe practices (communal worship, time indoors with other households, alcohol-
induced socialising); NHS services may be further strained due to staff shortages

e Afully locked-down Christmas will likely increase the burden on NHS mental health services,
but would free up resources for COVID-related and other urgent appointments.

e If handled poorly, the Christmas period could see a substantial increase in infections, and in
later weeks, deaths. Any reduction in the provision of essential services (due to their
withdrawal, or decreases in capacity due to staff self-isolation shortages), could contribute to
this.

e Crucial to any loosening of restrictions will be compliance with isolation measures, and an
effective test, track and trace system.

The options open to the Government are numerous. They include, but are not limited to:

e Lifting all restrictions for a given time period around Christmas

e Relaxing some restrictions, such as allowing mixing with one other household indoors or
outdoors

e Tightening some restrictions, such as those on exercising outdoors with one other household

e Tightening all restrictions, to ensure people stay home over the holiday and do not leave
except for necessary activities.

It should be noted that in theory, some restrictions could be loosened whilst others are tightened (e.g.
to allow those in care to receive limited visitors whilst stopping socialising outside for others). It is also
likely that compliance with restrictions will not be uniform, given a loss of confidence in the
government and statements in the media by individuals stating that they will not be following the
rules. To account for non-compliance, the base level of restrictions will need to be tighter than they
would if full compliance were observed.

It is possible to gain some insight by considering other countries, especially those with different
dominant religions, who had festivals at various points through their lockdowns.

2. Select international examples

China — restrictions in travel helped to reduce transmission of the virus at the time of their major
annual festival, the Chinese New Year celebrations.
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The Chinese New year is the world’s biggest annual migration, involving mass movement of people
and about 3 billion separate trips. Movement is widespread across China with significant international
travel®. The Chinese government cancelled a large proportion of the 40-day 2020 New Year celebration
in January and February, with the novel coronavirus known to be spreading widely in parts of China.
The impact of this has been modelled: restrictions were put in place on 23 January, two days before
the start of Chinese New Year celebrations?.

Whilst this did not completely stop the seeding of the virus from Wuhan, it did prevent large numbers
of cases being transmitted from Wuhan to a wider area. Analyses suggests that effective contact
tracing and social distancing measures had the greatest effect, followed by the travel restrictions.
Without these measure, cases are estimated to have been 67-fold higher than was observed3.

Saudi Arabia — significant restrictions as to who could attend the 2020 Hajj

Over 2 million people typically travel to Mecca, in Saudi Arabia, each year for the Hajj celebrations. In
2020, only around 10000 pilgrims travelled to Mecca, with restrictions as to who was allowed to travel.
These restrictions included excluding older individuals, pilgrims needing to be between 20 and 50, and
they also required quarantine periods and to have had a negative PCR test*. Modelling suggests that
these restrictions prevented 127,000 new cases®.

Israel — significant restrictions on number of worshippers and additional measures targeted at the
festival period

In Israel, Passover is celebrated in April. In 2020, the government targeted additional restrictions
during the holiday period beyond those already in place®, including no travel between cities and no
visiting of other households. A key component of the celebration usually sees tens of thousands of
people visiting the Western Wall (Wailing Wall), but this year, only ten people at a time were allowed
to visit the site’.

3. Christmas in the UK

There are multiple international precedents to suggest that additional, rather than reduced,
restrictions are effective at minimising cases and deaths during religious holidays. It is also clear that
the risk of super-spreading events at mass gatherings (e.g. Church Services®) means that it cannot be
assumed that small gatherings will have a negligible effect on the infection rate and R number.

For the government to consider a relaxation (either actively or passively through non-enforcement)
of regulations has the potential to be extremely dangerous.

There is optimism that the latest interventions, scheduled to last until early December, may reduce
transmission ahead of the Christmas period (for example with the R number being reduced below 1.0).
If so, this may allow recommendations of some movement of people and limited mixing of households

1 University of Southampton: https://www.worldpop.org/events/china

2 https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-020-2293-x

3 https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-020-2293-x

4 https://www.spa.gov.sa/viewfullstory.php?lang=en&newsid=2107113

5 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7409790/

6 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/07/world/middleeast/coronavirus-passover-israel.html

7 https://www.euronews.com/2020/04/12/coronavirus-sees-just-10-worshippers-permitted-to-attend-

passover-event
8 https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/69/wr/mm6919e6.htm
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during the festive period. An approach involving ‘bubbles’ between two households may be an
example of an acceptable strategy that respects the need for good public health but also receives
compliance from the general public.

However, there are significant uncertainties around future levels of community transmission, and
any relaxation of pandemic strategy cannot be guaranteed — especially many weeks beforehand. In
order to maintain any progress, the ‘test and trace’ system needs urgent improvement, along with
incentives to comply with self-isolation®. There should also be significant restrictions around
international travel, given the likely impact of summer holidays on autumn transmission?°,

4. Other religious holidays

It is worth noting that no exemptions were made for other major religious holidays (e.g. Eid, Diwali);
although these would involve far smaller fractions of the population and hence could have pose less
of a risk to overall public health.

Care should be taken to ensure that Government relaxations around Christmas alone do not stoke
resentment in communities who do not celebrate Christmas. These groups may be disproportionately
BAME, and as such may have already been disproportionately affected by the pandemic.

It should also be acknowledged that those with relatives abroad are unlikely to be able to visit them
(with the UK’s infection rate resulting in it having been removed from many ‘safe corridors’),
contrasting with the relatively open summer holidays experienced by many. This will affect both
Christians who would normally travel abroad, as well as those of other faiths.

5. Conclusions

Christmas 2020 in the UK will not be like previous years, and nor should anyone expect it to be.
Decision-makers should be cautious in their public comments, avoiding too much speculation about
what the public may be allowed to do until the impact of the latest interventions are known.

It is also clear that maximising the likelihood of regulations being relaxed before Christmas requires
the most stringent possible restrictions at the current time.

The public need to be ready for strong restrictions to possibly remain in place, and there are successful
precedents for doing so from other countries.

9 https://www.independentsage.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Indie-SAGE-testing-document-Final-

110920-12.05.pdf
10 https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.10.25.20219063v1.full.pdf
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