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The death toll in Britain from the coronavirus
outbreak neared 20,000 on Friday as the
government faced calls for greater transparency for
its exit strategy from stringent social distancing
measures. 

The health ministry said 684 more people had died
in the 24-hour period to 1600 GMT on Thursday,
taking the number of deaths for COVID-19 in
hospital to 19,506.

The figure is more than the 616 reported the
previous day and comes after the government
claimed the virus had hit its peak and was trending
downwards.

But it is still one of the worst-hit countries in the
world, and there are fears the true figures could be
higher when deaths in the community are taken
into account.

Britain has been under lockdown for a month, with
businesses shut and people ordered to stay in their
homes except to buy essential goods and
medicine or to take daily exercise.

A review of the restrictions is due on May 7 but the
government is coming under pressure to reveal its
plans for lifting the measures.

Ministers are also facing criticism about the extent
of testing and calls to urgently plug gaps in the
supply of protective equipment for health and social
care workers.

Health Secretary Matt Hancock on Thursday
detailed expanded community testing for the virus
in the coming weeks but said it would depend on
lower rates of transmission of the virus.

Meanwhile, a new website to offer testing for up to
10 million key workers and their families was
overwhelmed on Friday, the government said.

"Within two minutes of the portal opening this
morning, 5,000 testing kits had been ordered,"
Prime Minister Boris Johnson's official spokesman
told reporters.

"And that's the available capacity for today."

Up to 18,000 home testing kits per day will be
available by the end of next week. 

Another 15,000 tests were expected to take place
at drive-through testing centres on Friday, he
added.

Hancock has set a target of 100,000 tests a day by
the end of April, while contact tracing—abandoned
as the outbreak took hold rapidly in the UK—will be
restarted to give a more complete picture of the
virus' spread.

'Bite the bullet'

Chief medical officer Chris Whitty told a
parliamentary committee that stopping the contact
tracing was the right decision because of limitations
in resources.

He warned on Wednesday that some of the
stringent social distancing measures could last for
the rest of the year until a vaccine is found.

Researchers at Oxford University this week began
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a human trial of a potential vaccine, with the hope it
could be available as early as September.

Other scientific tests are taking place to determine
whether existing drugs could be used.

Johnson is recuperating after a spell in intensive
care with COVID-19 but his former employer the
Daily Telegraph said he could be back at work as
early as next Monday.

Hancock said Johnson, 55, was "in very good
shape" and was "clearly recovering" but the
ultimate decision for him to return to Downing
Street would depend on his medical team.

US President Donald Trump described Johnson as
being full of "tremendous energy" when he spoke to
him by phone this week.

Johnson's return to work will see him thrown back
into the frontline of calls for a lifting of the
restrictions, with indications some businesses are
reopening despite the ban.

The former leader of Johnson's ruling Conservative
party, Iain Duncan Smith said the government
should be more transparent about its plans,
particularly given dire warnings about the economic
impact of the lockdown.

"The UK government now needs to recognise that
the time is now. They need to bite the bullet and do
it," he told the Guardian on Thursday. 
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