


2 

Cell Culture - "Mock Infected" / Control Group Details: 
• The quantity of material from uninfected nasopharyngeal and 

oropharyngeal swab specimens that was added to the cell culture 
control group (per well) 

• Antibiotics Quantities for the cell culture control group (per well) 
• Antifungals Quantities for the cell culture control group (per well) 
• Fetal Bovine Serum Quantities and dilution for the cell culture control 

group (per well) 
• The quantity and dilution of the Cell Nutrient Solution (DMEM) used in 

the control group (per well) 
• The number of wells used in the control Group 
• The number of wells in the control group that experienced CPE 
• Type and quantity of UTM/VTM used in the control group (used in the 

storage of control swab specimens from a patient considered free of 
"the virus" - per swab) 

• Any additional chemicals or components added to the control group, 
with quantities (per well) 

"Whole Genome" Sequencing - Purity and Control Details: 
• The degree of purity of the "virus" sample used in the sequencing 

experiment. 
• All details of the control group that was used when comparing the 

results of sequencing: 
•  

o the total nucleic acid extracted from the "viral lysate" (from the 
experimental group), versus 

o the total nucleic acid extracted from the non-viral lysate (from the 
control group). 

In summary, please provide all records that include any additional details of 
the experimental and/or control groups that were used when "isolating and 
sequencing the virus". 
If any records match the above description of requested records and are 
currently available to the public elsewhere, please provide enough information 
about each record so that I may identify and access each one with certainty 
(i.e. title, author(s), date, journal, where the public may access it). Please 
provide URLs where possible. 
 
In accordance with Section 1(1)(a) of the Act, UKHSA can confirm that it holds the 
requested information pertaining to the above questions. However, the information 
requested is exempt from disclosure in accordance with the Section 24(1) – National 
Security exemption. Section 24(1) provides that information is exempt if exemption 
from Section 1(1)(b) is required for the purposes of safeguarding national security. 
Whereby, required is taken to mean that the use of the exemption is reasonably 
necessary.  
 
National security means the security of the United Kingdom and its people. The 
interests of national security are not limited to the actions by an individual which are 
targeted at the UK, its system of government or its people. Safeguarding national 
security also includes protecting potential targets, even if there is no evidence of an 
imminent attack.  
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Section 24(1) is a qualified exemption, which means that it is subject to the public 
interest test. In order to determine whether the above exemption is sufficiently 
engaged, UKHSA has set out below the factors it has taken into consideration in 
determining its disclosure position. 
 
Factors which were considered in favour of release include:  

• the public interest in transparency and commitment and the wish for UKHSA 
to be open and transparent;  

• disclosing information to present a full picture to enable wider public scrutiny 
of decision making. 

 
Factors supporting maintaining the exemption include:  

• Disclosure of information would constitute very detailed technical information, 
transferring know how, which would directly contravene an explicit request 
from the World Health Organization (WHO) to Public Health England (PHE 
now UKHSA) in 2020 not to release or make widely available the details of 
culture amplification of SARS-CoV-2; 

• Disclosure of this would be the detailing of exact methodology utilised in virus 
amplification for a designated high hazard virus, requiring containment Level 3  
and could pose a threat to national and global biosecurity if provided to an 
unascertained or unvetted member of the public or agents with ill intent; 

• Disclosure of this information would provide a significant “know how” 
capability that could in some circumstances be considered a biosecurity 
threat; 

• Disclosure of this information would provide records of laboratory data to third 
parties and very specifically any records that may relate to identifiable patient 
information, which virus isolation records do; 

 
Taking into account the above factors, whilst there is a public interest in UKHSA 
being open and transparent on the technologies it uses, this is outweighed by the 
national security threat that disclosure poses. In a time of substantial COVID-19 
associated biosecurity risk towards the global health and Government sector we 
must ensure that we continue to protect our infrastructure. 
 
Under Section 16, a public authority has a duty to provide advice and assistance. We 
have previously provided information regarding the isolation of Sars-Cov-2 that we 
hold, you may be able to find further sources from other organisations. For your 
convenience, we will provide all available information held by UKHSA. 
  
UKHSA’s microbiology teams use the term “isolation” to mean culture in the 
laboratory. It is used sometimes interchangeably to mean isolation from a patient or 
clinical material – but usually implies that the organism has been grown in culture. 
 
An organism is identified by looking for its unique genetic material in a clinical 
sample and further identification is refined and confirmed by whole genome 
sequencing. 
 
The Virus Reference Laboratory at UKHSA, Colindale, London has grown the virus, 
SARS-CoV-2. The virus culture method has been published in the following peer- 
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reviewed paper: https://www.eurosurveillance.org/content/10.2807/1560- 
7917.ES.2020.25.32.2001483 
 
Several strains of the SARS-CoV-2 virus have been deposited to the European Virus 
Archive by UKHSA. 
 
Please find the following links below regarding evidence of COVID-19: 
 

• SARS-CoV-2 has been cultured and then subjected to electron microscopy. 
Evidence of the Electron Micrograph is available at the following link: 

https://publichealthmatters.blog.gov.uk/2021/02/05/what-do-we-know-about-t
 he-new- covid-19-variants/ 

 

• General information pertaining to SARS-CoV-2, which causes the disease 
known as COVID-19: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/wuhan- 
novel-coronavirus-background-information/wuhan-novel-coronavirus- 
epidemiology-virology-and-clinical-features 

 
If you have any queries regarding this response, please refer your query to the 
Information Rights Team in writing in the first instance. If you remain dissatisfied and 
would like to request an internal review, then please contact us at the address above 
or by emailing InformationRights@UKHSA.gov.uk.  
 
Please note that you have the right to an independent review by the Information 
Commissioner’s Office (ICO) if a complaint cannot be resolved through the UKHSA 
complaints procedure. The ICO can be contacted by calling the ICO’s helpline on 
0303 123 1113, visiting the ICO’s website at www.ico.org.uk or writing to the ICO at 
Wycliffe House, Water Lane, Wilmslow, Cheshire, SK9 5AF. 
 
Yours sincerely  
Information Rights Team 
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