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Amid the ongoing row over access to vaccine supplies, the chief executive of AstraZeneca 
has intervened to shed some light on why the UK is so far ahead of EU countries in getting jabs 

into arms. In a lengthy interview with La Repubblica, Pascal Soriot set out the production problems 

that have cast doubt on supplies of their vaccine – a question troubling not only European nations 

but the UK. 

 

But Mr Soriot made clear that the UK’s head start – which means more than one in 10 of the entire 

population has now received at least one dose – was due to the Government’s task force sealing a 

deal with AstraZeneca three months before the EU. By contrast, the EU delayed signing its 

contract, meaning the UK-Swedish pharmaceutical firm had less time to deal with problems 

relating to supplying European countries. 

 

‘Teething issues’ 

This time difference was crucial. While there have been “teething issues” in the UK supply chain, 

he said “the UK contract was signed three months before the European vaccine deal. So with the 

UK we have had an extra three months to fix all the glitches we experienced”. 

Mr Soriot also revealed that the “contract” with the EU is less stringent than that with the UK. He  

described the commitment with Europe as a “best effort”, adding: “We said, ‘OK, we’re going to 

do our best, we’re going to try, but we cannot commit contractually because we are three months 

behind UK’.  

 

More than one in 10 of the entire UK population has had at least one 

dose of a Covid-19 vaccine “We knew it was a super-stretch goal and 

we know it’s a big issue, this pandemic. But our contract is not a 

contractual commitment. It’s a best effort. Basically we said we’re 

going to try our best, but we can’t guarantee we’re going to succeed. 

In fact, getting there, we are a little bit delayed.” The interview with 

the Italian newspaper is illuminating because, until this week, details 

of why supply of the vaccines has been sluggish have been shrouded in some mystery. 

 

Task force 

But the reason for the UK’s head start goes beyond the contract with AstraZeneca.  

The Government’s vaccines task force, under the leadership of Kate Bingham, started to signing 

deals with pharmaceutical firms from May – as Health Secretary Matt Hancock said last year, 

backing many horses. And in September, the Government made the decision, with Brexit looming, 

to invoke emergency powers to opt-out of existing vaccine EU regulations, allowing the UK to 

fast-track licensing for jabs in this country. 

 

What is encouraging – for the UK, at least – is the CEO’s prediction that this country will have 

vaccinated 30 million people, nearly half the population, by March (although he does not specify 

the beginning or the end of the month). From AstraZeneca’s point of view, his company is 

honouring contracts it has signed in order. But whether this is enough to placate the fury of EU 

leaders remains to be seen, after commission president Ursula von der Leyen said on Tuesday it 

expected AstraZeneca and other firms to “honour their obligations”. 

Yet Mr Soriot’s intervention, making clear that the company is honouring all contracts, may stave 

off a threat from the EU to block supplies of the vaccine to the UK. 
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