
Conflicts of interest among the UK government’s covid-19 advisers
Little is known about the interests of the doctors, scientists, and academics on whose advice the UK
government relies to manage the pandemic. Attempts to discover more are frequently thwarted,
finds Paul D Thacker

Paul D Thacker freelance journalist

As the number of UK deaths caused by covid-19
reached 50 000 in early November, England enacted
a second national lockdown to control the epidemic.
Boris Johnson’s government put these measures into
action after months of controversial and sometimes
confusing policies, including the “rule of six,”
regional tiered controls, anddirections to “stay alert.”
At the same time, thegovernmenthas facedmounting
questions about procurement decisions, from
personal protective equipment to testing kits, from
vaccine deals to the services of logistics companies.

Calls for greater transparency around such decisions
have included those bodies focused on science and
health, such as the Scientific Advisory Group for
Emergencies (SAGE), as well as taskforces charged
with advising on vaccines and testing. Although
Downing Street has become more transparent in
disclosing the advice of SAGE, it has kept members’
financial conflicts of interest unpublished and shown
little concern that advisers to the coronavirusVaccine
Taskforce have financial interests in pharmaceutical
companies receiving government contracts. When
The BMJ sought further information on these bodies,
such as lists of members’ interests, the information
was denied or requests were unanswered.

Information withheld
After months of criticism about SAGE secrecy, the
government reversed course this summer and began
releasing the names of SAGE members, minutes of
meetings, and some of its policy papers. Still, the
government has refused to release to The BMJ the
financial interest forms signed by SAGE members,
leaving the public in the dark.

Criticism over SAGE’s secrecy first appeared in a
Nature editorial1 inMarch. InApril, the government’s
chief scientific adviser Patrick Vallance sent a letter
to parliament2 stating that SAGE’s membership,
recommendations, supporting documents, and
meeting minutes would be published, but only after
the group ceased meeting about covid-19. Vallance
argued3 that secrecy protected SAGE members and
shielded them “from lobbying and other forms of
unwanted influence which may hinder their ability
to give impartial advice.”

Rob Weissman, president of Public Citizen, an
American non-profit organisation focusing on
government transparency, was troubled by this
statement because, he says, corporate interests are
always granted access to government decision
makers: “It’s never a secret from the companies. The
secrecy is selective. Secrecy becomes the way to
selectively make information available to the

powerful, and connected corporations, while the
public is kept in the dark.”

Within days of Vallance’s statement, the Guardian
published the names of SAGE members, which
included two political advisers to Downing Street,
one of whom was the prime minister’s now former
chief political adviser, Dominic Cummings.

As pressure increased for greater openness, the
government finally relented in lateMaywith a pledge
for SAGE transparency, publishing dozens of
documents, including minutes from the group’s first
meeting on covid-19 in late January. Reversing his
previous statement to parliament, Vallance said,
“Openness and transparency around this disease is
a social imperative, which is why it’s important we
don’t wait to publish minutes and evidence.”

Vallance’s decision puts SAGE more in line with
recommendations made by the Commons Science
andTechnology Select Committee in 20114 that SAGE
membership should not be kept secret. He has,
however, ignored the same committee’s call to
publish SAGE members’ declarations of financial
interest.

Independence and balance questioned
Meanwhile, the matter of SAGE’s independence
persists. “It’s not independent,” says Martin McKee,
professor of European public health at the London
School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine. “It cannot
set its own agenda. They can only answer questions
the government sends them. They should have more
freedom to reshape the questions.” The term
“independent,” does not appear anywhere in the 64
pages of current guidance5 that governs SAGE.

Multiple experts contacted by The BMJ also argued
that SAGE appears unbalanced, favouring certain
types of scientific proficiency over others. Some claim
that SAGE has relied too much on disease modellers
who have been given priority over behavioural
researchers. Others point out that public health
experts, who best understand how to control
communicable diseases, should have been given
more seats at the table. Meanwhile, it remains tough
to confirm if the government is following SAGE’s
advice.

“They’re not ignoring SAGE,” says Linda Bauld,
professor of public health at the University of
Edinburgh, who is not a member of the committee,
“They’re selectively taking their advice.” Bauld says
that after the government sends questions to SAGE
and gets the group’s feedback, the government then
works in other considerations, such as economics,
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public opinion, and politics. But unlike the advice from SAGE, these
other inputs that inform policy are never made public, making it
impossible to know if the government has ignored scientific
expertise. She adds that SAGE is now more transparent than the
Scottish government advisory group, which publishes minutes of
its meetings, but which she says contain little information and are
not useful.

Like other specialists The BMJ contacted, Bauld also wondered if
SAGE requiresmembers to report their financial conflicts of interest.
“I’ve not seen that informationpublished anywhere,” she says.The
BMJ then contacted the Government Office for Science (GOS) to ask
whether SAGE members were required to fill in financial disclosure
forms. We also requested copies of any such forms for current
members. A spokesperson for GOS confirmed that SAGE members
must declare their financial conflicts of interest and provided us
with an empty template copy of the SAGE disclosure form.

The BMJ is making this form available to the public.6 GOS declined
to provide SAGE members’ signed disclosures, adding that they are
looking at options to make these declarations public while
complying with relevant data protection legislation.TheBMJ is now
seeking the financial disclosure forms of SAGE and Vaccine
Taskforce members through freedom of information requests.

“Citizens need to be able to trust the advice of professional scientific
advisers. We need transparency,” says Margaret McCartney, a
Scottish general practitioner and former BMJ columnist who has
campaigned for financial transparency. “Public trust is paramount
and I know there are a huge number of scientists and doctors
working extremely hard just now. I don’t want those efforts wasted
because there hasn’t been enough openness.”

Interests exposed
In many cases, the UK government’s lack of financial transparency
in combating covid-19 has resulted in negative headlines. In April,
the government announced7 that it was placing Vallance in charge
of a new Vaccine Taskforce to expedite research to produce a
coronavirus vaccine.Among thenamedmemberswereAstraZeneca,
the Wellcome Trust, and John Bell of Oxford University. The
following month, the government announced that Kate Bingham
would chair the taskforce, while taking temporary leave from her
job as managing partner at SV Health Investors, a life sciences
venture capital firm.Bingham ismarried to theConservativeminister
Jesse Norman.

By July the UK government had signed a coronavirus vaccine deal
for an undisclosed sum with GlaxoSmithKline, securing 60 million
doses of an untested treatment that was still being developed. In
September, media outlets reported that Vallance had £600 000
(€661 000; $800 000) worth of shares in the company. The
government responded to say that,8 while he heads the
government’s Vaccine Taskforce, Vallance “has no input into
contractual and commercial decisions on vaccine procurement,
which are taken by ministers following a robust cross government
approvals regime.”

Days later, the Daily Mail broke another story, this time focusing
on Bell. On top of his role with the Vaccine Taskforce, Bell also
headed the National Covid Testing Scientific Advisory Panel and
chaired the government’s new test approvals group. But the Mail
discovered somethingTheBMJhad first reported in 20129—thatBell
had substantial financial interests, now amounting to £773 000
worth of shares, in pharma company Roche, which had sold the
government £13.5m of antibody tests in May. Following the deal,
Bell appeared on Channel 4 News and Radio 4’s Today, calling the

tests a major step forward. Yet Public Health England found the
tests unreliable.

Bell told the Mail that he had no role in the deal and that he had
disclosed to the government “a long list ofmy interests.”According
to the Mail, “He said that he did not sit on the advisory body
involved in the decision to purchase the Roche antibody tests,
adding: ‘I did not knowabout theRoche contract until it was signed.
I advised on diagnostic home testing kits, not these ones.’”

Disclosure denied
TheBMJ asked theDepartment for Business, Energy, and Industrial
Strategy (BEIS),whichannounced theVaccineTaskforce, to confirm
that Bell had reported his “long list” of financial interests. We also
asked to see any forms Bell had filled in as evidence. Contradicting
its own press release which listed Bell as a taskforce member, a
BEIS spokesperson told The BMJ, “Sir John Bell is a member of the
expert advisory group to the Vaccine Taskforce, rather than a
member of the taskforce itself.”

The spokesperson added that the expert advisory group is not
involved in commercial decision making, and that those involved
must declare their conflicts of interest. The spokesperson did not
respond to The BMJ’s request for copies of Bell’s declarations.

The BMJ also approached Oxford University, Bell’s employer, to ask
for documents that confirm he had disclosed his “long list” of
financial interests. Stephen Rouse, Oxford University’s head of
communications, responded, “Professor Sir John Bell has always
declared his financial interests and board membership at Roche,
in accordance with the university’s conflict of interest policy for all
staff.” Oxford did not respond to The BMJ’s repeated request to see
evidence of this disclosure. The BMJ is now seeking the financial
disclosure form of John Bell through a freedom of information
request to Oxford.

Lagging behind the US?

Much of the transparency The BMJ and others have sought around
advisory committees in the UK is automatically provided in the US. “We
have strong rules that require transparency, openness of proceedings,
and rules in place to deal with conflicts of interest that are automatic,”
says Rob Weissman, president of Public Citizen, an American non-profit
organisation focusing on government transparency.
Not that these rules are impenetrable: Weissman points out that the US
vaccine taskforce, called Operation Warp Speed, is being directed by
Moncef Slaoui, a former GlaxoSmithKline executive who has been
criticised by senators for his pharma investments. The Trump
administration bypassed normal government hiring procedures by
bringing in Slaoui as an unpaid special adviser, who is therefore not
required to disclose his interests. “The arrangement was improper and
he should be dismissed immediately because of this conflict,” Weissman
says. Even if a person is well intentioned, he says, direct financial
investments create bias that is impossible for anyone to remove.

Covid cronyism: transparency is “even more important” in a crisis

In these exceptional times when, for example, contracts are being
awarded outside usual procurement rules, it is essential that government
decisions are properly documented and made transparent to maintain
public trust. So said the National Audit Office10 (NAO) earlier this month
in its report into government procurement during the covid-19 crisis.
It highlighted “a lack of transparency and adequate documentation” on
some key decisions, including how the government identified and
managed conflicts of interest. The report said it was “even more important
to have a clear approach to managing conflicts of interest when contracts
are awarded directly to suppliers without any competition.”
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Because so many covid-19 contracts have been awarded to companies
with ties to the Conservative Party, the government has faced charges of
cronyism.
“You want these things to work,” says Peter Geoghegan, a journalist who
has been covering the UK’s failed covid-19 contracts for Open Democracy,
the Guardian, and the London Review of Books. “It’s taken a long time
for the penny to drop about how this isn’t working.” Digging up
untendered covid-19 contracts involved diligent spade work. Contracts
can be published on different websites, which are not easily searchable.
Furthermore, the government has been ignoring requirements to publish
contracts within 30 days, meaning that it took many months after the
pandemic started before the untendered contracts became public.
In awarding contracts, a cross government process called the “high
priority lane” assessed commercial leads brought in by officials,
ministers, MPs, and lords through a special mailbox and which were
treated as more credible than leads going through ordinary channels,
the NAO reported.
Critics of UK contracting tell The BMJ it is impossible to trace the influence
of lobbyists in the decisions to award contracts because little lobbying
information is published or even collected in the first place. “Considering
the gravity of decisions under ministers’ consideration, there should be
much greater transparency over who’s trying to influence them, how, and
over what decisions, than is currently the case,” says Alex Runswick,
senior advocacy manager at Transparency. “We know more about lobbying
activity in rural Ireland than we do in Whitehall.”
Passed in 2014, Britain’s lobbying law requires only rudimentary
information to be reported, most importantly, the name of the lobbyist,
their company, and address, and the names of clients. In the US, lobbyists
must disclose much more information and forms are disclosed quarterly.
For each client, lobby companies must disclose the names of their
lobbyists; list the matters or specific bills that were lobbied on; who was
lobbied, such as a specific congressional committees, government
agencies, or White House offices; and how much was spent lobbying,
meaning lobbyist salaries and expenses.
“It tells you more than nothing, but not much more,” says Weissman of
the UK lobby disclosure forms. He says that the US system requires such
extensive information, because any one company has broad interests
before the government. Pharma companies are considered the most
powerful lobby in Washington and they lobby on everything from drug
safety to labour laws to healthcare policy, tax matters, contracting law,
defence spending, and government subsidies. “You've got no way to
assess what they’re actually up to,” Weissman says of the UK lobbying
law.
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