
UK launches whole genome sequence
alliance to map spread of coronavirus

Government and scientific community back new genome sequencing
consortium to map spread of COVID-19
£20 million investment will allow scientists and clinicians to unlock
secrets of the disease
the genetic code could arm public health agencies and clinicians with a
unique, cutting-edge tool to combat COVID-19

The government and the UK’s Chief Scientific Adviser have today (Monday 23
March) backed the UK’s leading clinicians and scientists to map how COVID-19
spreads and behaves by using whole genome sequencing. Through a £20 million
investment, the consortium will look for breakthroughs that help the UK
respond to this and future pandemics, and save lives.

COVID-19 Genomics UK Consortium – comprised of the NHS, Public Health
Agencies, Wellcome Sanger Institute, and numerous academic institutions –
will deliver large scale, rapid sequencing of the cause of the disease and
share intelligence with hospitals, regional NHS centres and the government.

Samples from patients with confirmed cases of COVID-19 will be sent to a
network of sequencing centres which currently includes Belfast, Birmingham,
Cambridge, Cardiff, Edinburgh, Exeter, Glasgow, Liverpool, London, Norwich,
Nottingham, Oxford and Sheffield.

The Wellcome Sanger Institute, one of the world’s most advanced centres of
genomes and data, will collaborate with expert groups across the country to
analyse the genetic code of COVID-19 samples circulating in the UK and in
doing so, give public health agencies and clinicians a unique, cutting-edge
tool to combat the virus.

By looking at the whole virus genome in people who have had confirmed cases
of COVID-19, scientists can monitor changes in the virus at a national scale
to understand how the virus is spreading and whether different strains are
emerging. This will help clinical care of patients and save lives.

Government Chief Scientific Adviser, Sir Patrick Vallance said:

Genomic sequencing will help us understand COVID-19 and its spread.
It can also help guide treatments in the future and see the impact
of interventions.

The UK is one of the world’s leading destinations for genomics
research and development, and I am confident that our best minds,
working as part of this consortium, will make vital breakthroughs
to help us tackle this disease.
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Business Secretary Alok Sharma said:

At a critical moment in history, this new consortium will bring
together the UK’s brightest and best scientists to build our
understanding of this pandemic, tackle the disease and ultimately,
save lives.

As a government we are working tirelessly to do all we can to fight
COVID-19 to protect as many lives and save as many jobs as
possible.

The UK Consortium, supported by the government, including the NHS, Public
Health England, UK Research and Innovation (UKRI), and Wellcome, will enable
clinicians and public health teams to rapidly investigate clusters of cases
in hospitals, care homes and the community, to understand how the virus is
spread and implement appropriate infection control measures.

Professor Sharon Peacock, Director of the National Infection Service, Public
Health England, said:

This virus is one of the biggest threats our nation has faced in
recent times and crucial to helping us fight it is understanding
how it is spreading. Harnessing innovative genome technologies will
help us tease apart the complex picture of coronavirus spread in
the UK, and rapidly evaluate ways to reduce the impact of this
disease on our society.

Professor Sir Mike Stratton, Director of the Wellcome Sanger Institute, said:

In response to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, the Sanger Institute
will deploy its large-scale sequencing platform alongside regional
sequencing centres to support UK Public Health Agencies, regional
NHS centres and several Universities to better understand the
coronavirus outbreak in the UK.

Samples from substantial numbers of confirmed cases of COVID-19
will be whole genome sequenced and, employing the Sanger
Institute’s expertise in genomics and surveillance of infectious
diseases, our researchers will collaborate with other leading
groups across the country to analyse the data generated and work
out how coronavirus is spreading in the UK. This will inform
national and international strategies to control the pandemic and
prevent further spread.

Sir Jeremy Farrar, Director of Wellcome, said:

By bringing together public health expertise from Public Health



England and genomic science from the Wellcome Sanger Institute the
UK can crack the code of this virus, and we should give everyone
involved huge credit for that.

Rapid genome sequencing of COVID-19 will give us unparalleled
insights into the spread, distribution and scale of the epidemic in
the UK. The power of 21st century science to combat this pandemic
is something that those going before us could not have dreamt of,
and it is incumbent on us to do everything we can to first
understand, and then limit, the impact of COVID-19.

Professor Fiona Watt, Executive Chair of the Medical Research Council, part
of UK Research and Innovation said

The UK is a leader in cutting edge genome sequencing science. We
are now applying specialist expertise in our fight to slow the
spread of coronavirus and accelerate treatments for those affected.

The ambitious and coordinated response of our research community to
the COVID-19 challenge is remarkable.

This investment and the findings from the consortium will help
prepare the UK and the world for future pandemics.

UK Research and Innovation

UKRI works in partnership with universities, research organisations,
businesses, charities, and government to create the best possible environment
for research and innovation to flourish. We aim to maximise the contribution
of each of our component parts, working individually and collectively. We
work with our many partners to benefit everyone through knowledge, talent and
ideas. Operating across the whole of the UK with a combined budget of more
than £7 billion, UK Research and Innovation brings together the 7 research
councils, Innovate UK and Research England.

Public Health England and the COVID-19 Genomics UK Consortium

Public Health England aims to address urgent threats to health in the 21st
century. The organisation has been central to the national response to
COVID-19, and has led this proposal to develop a national capability to
sequence the causative virus and use this to inform public health
interventions. The COVID-19 Genomics UK Consortium will be led by Sharon
Peacock as a collaborative initiative to capture information on the virus and
from patients so as to reduce the impact from the COVID-19 epidemic in the
UK.

The Wellcome Sanger Institute

The Wellcome Sanger Institute is a world leading genomics research centre. We
undertake large-scale research that forms the foundations of knowledge in



biology and medicine. We are open and collaborative; their data, results,
tools and technologies are shared across the globe to advance science. Our
ambition is vast – we take on projects that are not possible anywhere else.
We use the power of genome sequencing to understand and harness the
information in DNA. Funded by Wellcome, we have the freedom and support to
push the boundaries of genomics. Our findings are used to improve health and
to understand life on Earth.

Wellcome

Wellcome exists to improve health by helping great ideas to thrive. We
support researchers, we take on big health challenges, we campaign for better
science, and we help everyone get involved with science and health research.
We are a politically and financially independent foundation.


