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Episode 2,024: The Search for the Origin of COVID-19

Guest: Matt Ridley

WOODS: Well, I thoroughly enjoyed reading Viral. I have followed of course this topic, as everybody has for quite some time, but I followed it more in terms of the government response and the effectiveness or otherwise of the various interventions. 

And although I know that the question of the origin of the virus is of great interest, I haven't followed it myself – just a little bit, just enough to know about what happened in The Lancet early on.

And people were strongly discouraged from considering the lab leak thesis for a while, and that the pendulum has swung back a bit. But your book – I had no idea what was going on fully until I read it.

RIDLEY: Yeah, there's a huge amount of detail and we just felt that it was such a maze we were entering. Every passage led to another passage and so on, that we just wanted to set it out at book length so that people could appreciate the amount of information that's been got. But the amount of information was still lacking and what a fascinating story is, how many different angles there are to it.

WOODS: It is fascinating. Can you start off – you mentioned it in the book, but – telling us about your co-author and how the two of you came to work on the book? It's interesting. Even to this day, the two of you still have not met in person?

RIDLEY: Now, we have now met. We met about a month ago.

WOODS: Oh, okay. After the book came out, I guess.

RIDLEY: After the book came out, in fact, to unbox the first copies.

WOODS: Oh, how about that?

RIDLEY: Which was nice timing. And that was in Boston, which is where Alina Chan, my co-author, works. She's a brilliant young molecular biologist at the Broad Institute of Harvard and MIT – a medical geneticist, really. And she was making interesting contributions, and right at the start.

When we encountered, she had just published a paper, a pre-print, saying this virus is better adapted to infecting human cells than it should be so early in a pandemic. And this set the cat among the pigeons because she said one possible explanation for this is that it's been in a laboratory in human cells.

Neither she nor I thought that was likely at the time. We believed the conventional story about it coming from a market, but I found her to be a very useful source for articles I was writing on the topic.

And then she became a brilliant user of Twitter, of all things, to discuss papers that came out, ideas that came up, hypotheses that had to be considered. And she was just always very acute. So, after a bit I became very reliant on – you know, if Alina thinks something is probably right, I would check things with her.

And after a while, I said this is getting so complicated, it needs a book. I know how to get a publisher, write a book, but I'm not sure I understand enough molecular biology at enough level of detail – or, I mean, I do, but I wouldn't mind having a helping hand to – a sounding board as it were.

Would you be that person? And it can then be your book as much as mine. I then wrote a first draft. She rewrote it almost completely. I then started sending out rewritten chapters. She would send me them back overnight and so on and we just swapped texts and documents and ideas and conversations online for the best part of a year, at the end of which we had a published book.

And it was an extraordinary experience and then we met each other. It's very moving actually to meet someone you've been working very closely with for a year.

WOODS: I hadn't kept up with the most recent developments, I guess, because at the time the book was released, it said you had never met and I thought that was quite interesting. So, I'm glad that that did actually come to pass. 

I got through Chapter One and I thought: I don't know how to do an interview on this book, as I do a roughly 30 to 40 minute program and I thought Chapter One on the copper mine could be an episode.

So, we're going to be selective here and understand that every argument Matt makes is 10 times more complicated than he's presenting it here just for the sake of time. I want to jump ahead to the very end of the book, quickly though, because at the end you say – first of all this is not a polemic, this book. You take a very measured tone.

And you say at the end then: Of course, we don't know for certain what the answer is, whether the virus is of purely natural origin or if the lab leak hypothesis is the correct one, but we do know that at the very least, the lab leak hypothesis needs to be taken very seriously, and there does seem to be some evidence in its favor.

My feeling about it as a non-scientist is that if it should turn out to be the case that we can prove definitively that the virus is of purely natural origin, there is nevertheless an awful lot of strange and unnecessarily obstructionist behavior we would have to account for.

RIDLEY: That's right. It surprised us just how much obfuscation we came up against. I mean, right at the beginning, we encountered the fact that the closest related virus to SARS-CoV-2 – the one that causes Covid – came from Southern Yunnan, but the team that found it in their freezer in Wuhan just said it had been collected in Yunnan.

They didn't say where. They didn't say under what circumstances. They didn't say they had changed the name – which they had. And all that had to be dug out by other people. And then this happened again, and again, and again.

Eventually, in the middle 2020, there's brilliant Spanish guy who we were using as a source, who's a very good technology consultant, just knows how to interrogate data. And he said: I think there's eight other viruses that they collected at the same location. I've worked out, there are these other eight viruses that just appear in one database, and it looks to me like they were from the same location for various reasons, and they look to be very closely related to SARS-CoV-2, again.

In fact, they might be the second to ninth most closely related ones in the world. So, they are of great relevance and wasn't for another six months before the Wuhan Institute of Virology admitted: Oh, yes, by the way, we did collect another eight viruses, two years later than the first one, in the same location, in 2015, and we brought them back to Wuhan, and we haven't sequenced them, and we're not telling you what their sequences are.

I mean, just imagine that. Millions of people are dying. You've got some very closely related viruses to the one that's causing the problem and you've not only not told the world they exist. To this day, with one exception, they haven't published their genome sequences.

Could be very useful information. And then there's a huge database with even more sequences in it and that went offline in September 2019, before the pandemic began, and they won't release it.

Now, the purpose of that database was to get ready to help prevent the next pandemic by having a library of viruses that would help you understand a virus that broke up. Well, which pandemic are they waiting for before they release it? 

And it's not just the Chinese scientists. There are also American scientists who are not being fully open with information. And that just shocked us. We believe in transparency. 

We know that the only way you prevent pandemics and stop them is by being as open and transparent as possible. It's a bit like an airline crash. When a plane crashes, you share the information so that everybody could learn from it. That has not been happening in this case.

WOODS: I know a little bit about what happened in The Lancet early on, when there had been some speculation – just trying to figure out what's going on here – that maybe there could be some human intervention that led to this virus. And the result – there was a campaign to shut down this line of argument and there was a sense of almost, maybe, a retaliation if you were to pursue it.

And then all of a sudden recently, it's become once again legitimate to open up this line of inquiry. And so, there's something suspicious about that.

And in fact, I even remember one of the New York Times writers on Covid saying that the lab leak hypothesis is racist – which for the life of me can't understand how that would be racist – but the Chinese wet markets theory wouldn't be racist.

RIDLEY: Exactly. That's a key point. Yeah. Well, at the end of January 2020, we now know that a number of senior virologists in the US the UK and Australia got on a phone and discussed this new virus and said: We've now had a look at its genome and actually, there are features of that genome that we did not expect to find in a SARS-like coronavirus. And they look like the kind of things that people have been doing in laboratories.

So, we ought to take seriously the possibility that this came out of a laboratory. And one of them said he was 80% sure it had. Another said 60-70% and a third said 50%. We only know this because of a memoir by Jeremy Farrar, the director of the Wellcome Trust, who mentioned this fact – that this is what he and his friends were saying by email to each other.

But they got on a phone call on a Saturday and within a day they had started drafting an article for The Lancet and then very shortly afterwards another for Nature Biomedicine. Both of which said emphatically that not only could they rule out the idea that this was a genetically engineered virus, but that they could rule out "any lab-based scenario", in other words, an accident involving a natural virus.

Now, we don't know where this sudden outbreak of confidence came from. There was no new data to suggest that, in this time. The only new thing that came out was a possible link to pangolins which turned out to be a complete dead end. It didn't explain it. The pangolin viruses weren't closely enough related to be the explanation.

But we don't think that's what persuaded them. We think something like: Oh my God. If this is true, it's going to cause a terrible backlash against science, against our own research, against our own funding.

Now, people aren't ever quite that explicit. They're good at self-deception. But there clearly is a degree of self-interest here. And what's more, The Lancet published that initial paper, which was orchestrated by Peter Daszak, who is a very, very close collaborator of and funder of the Wuhan Institute of Virology – so, an enormous conflict of interest – but they said, "We declare no conflicts of interest."

So, whatever the outcome of this story is, that is not the best scientific practice and it needs to be called out. And yet, there is still to this day – despite the fact that, as you say, in May 2021 there was a bit of a breakthrough and the media stopped calling it a conspiracy theory to talk about the laboratory and Facebook stopped censoring it., and so on.

Nonetheless, there is still to this day a strong belief within the scientific establishment that nobody must be allowed to talk about this. And we are effectively being blackballed by senior scientists for even raising this possibility and exploring it.

WOODS: Your book mentions a group – and I cannot believe, with all the reading I've done on this that I had not heard of. I'm shocked I had not heard of it. I should have heard of it. And I'm referring to DRASTIC. I Love this acronym. It's the Decentralized Radical Autonomous Search Team Investigating Covid-19.

So, you have a group of lay people and experts alike, undercover – I think in some cases at least, of anonymity – trying to get to the bottom of it, when it seemed clear that the guardians of official opinion weren't going to be pursuing it any further.

What is your opinion of this group? Did they wind up making important contributions or was it a lot of noise or what?

RIDLEY: No, they're very important. Unfortunately, they've had a bit of a bust-up and half of them have gone one way and half have gone another. So, I'm not quite sure who's got the name DRASTIC now, but that happens to these kind of organizations.

Basically, with the journalistic establishment saying: No, no, a lab leak's not possible, and the scientific establishment saying much the same thing, and the intelligence establishment – because we did talk to intelligence, to sources. And we didn't get much that we didn't already know.

With all of these properly funded, official, big organizations contributing very little, it fell to some citizen scientists, some open-source analysts, some internet sleuths – as they call themselves – who began talking, mainly on Twitter. 

It wouldn't have happened without Twitter. interestingly. And saying: Look, I've dug up this little bit of information. Can anyone help me explain it? Right, Well, you need to look at that and that. And by the way, somebody else is working on that and you should cross-check with that.

So, there's a Russian bio-Tech entrepreneur. There's an Italian molecular biologist who lives in Norway. There's a Spanish technology consultant of extraordinary intelligence. There's a brilliant guy in India called The Seeker, and he made some extraordinary contributions because – I mean, everybody thinks he must work for the CIA or Indian intelligence.

It's not true. He's just a very intelligent young man, living at home with good access to the internet, who decided to dig into Chinese websites. He knows exactly what to do. As he put it, he knows how to make search engines work for him. And he got hold of some logins to get into some academic websites in China and he dug out some academic theses and put these together with genomic databases and things.

And they revealed a huge amount of detail about what the Wuhan Institute of Virology scientists had been doing in the field, collecting bats, sampling them for viruses, sequencing those viruses. And in one case, finding out that bats had directly infected people and given them a lethal disease, which killed three of the six people who caught it.

So, without these amateurs – if we can call them that, people doing stuff in their spare time – we wouldn't have been able to write this book. Now, the nice thing about the story is that some of those amateurs got started because of us, so it's a little bit of a circular argument.

We're not members of DRASTIC. We don't regard ourselves as having joined any group on this. We're trying to stay independent. But the Seeker only started looking when he started reading Alina's papers. And Francisco began looking (the Spanish) after reading one of my articles. So, it's a really nice example of citizen science.

Ordinary people with good brains and a strong nonsense detector in the front end of their mind can achieve a remarkable amount just by exploring the most obscure recesses of the Internet.

WOODS: I want to ask you what I am sure is a dumb, layman question, but it occurred to me reading your book. When you talk about that Chinese copper mine and the half dozen men who became very ill and several of them died. And it looked like they had been infected by some mysterious virus.

And then we find out later on that the similarity between this virus and the one we're struggling with right now is something on the order of over 98%...

RIDLEY: 96%.

WOODS: 96%. Then why didn't the pandemic start with those men and the people they came in contact with in the hospital back in 2012?

RIDLEY: Right. Well, that's a really good question. We don't know for sure what the virus they caught was. Everybody at the time. thought it was a SARS-like virus. The symptoms were very like that. They'd been collecting bat guano in a disused copper mine, as you say.

They'd been obviously exposed to very heavy doses of some virus and that was enough to give them a disease and the disease was lethal, but what it doesn't seem to have been is very infectious. None of the health care workers got infected and so it wasn't capable of starting a pandemic.

Now, it might not have been very closely related to SARS-CoV-2, but the reason it was of such fascination to the Wuhan Institute of Virology is because they were tasked at the time with finding the source of SARS – the first SARS. 

And this would have been the first case where they'd found human beings infected directly by bats instead of through an intermediate other animal. And so, it would have been of huge interest.

So, they made seven visits to try and figure it out. Sometime between that outbreak in 2012 and 2019, either there, or somewhere pretty close to there – possibly in Laos – because we've now found a virus in Laos that’s similar – a very similar virus with an extra feature in it called a furin cleavage site, which enables the virus to be much more infectious – got into human beings.

And we don't know who was infected or where they're infected, but the fact that viruses of this kind were being brought on a massive scale from Southern Yunnan and from Laos and other neighboring countries to only one place. They weren't going to Beijing. They weren't going to Shanghai. They were going to Wuhan, because that's where the scientists working on this problem were based.

And the fact that nobody else got infected anywhere else – there's no sign of an outbreak in Yunnan, there's no sign of an outbreak in Laos or something like that – suggests that something went on in Wuhan that turned one of these viruses into an infectious virus. And that something might have been a bunch of laboratory experiments.

And we now know – and we didn't know this until right at the end of writing the book – that there were plans in Wuhan to put a furin cleavage site – this very infectious feature – into some of the viruses they were studying, to make them easier to grow in the lab and study.

WOODS: Okay. All right. Let me ask you – even though I know there is, as you say, there's so much detail in the book – if you can maybe try to share with us a strong point and a weak point in the argument for, and against the lab-leak thesis.

So, what would be a strong point in favor of the natural origin thesis but a really difficult weakness they have to deal with and the same for the other. Can you do that?

RIDLEY: Yes, I think I can. I mean, the strong point for the natural origin hypothesis is that there was a cluster of early cases – not the first cases, interestingly, but the early cases – in a market, in a food market. It wasn't a church. It wasn't a sports stadium. It wasn't a shop. It was a market with lots of stalls selling meat and mostly fish, actually. It was mostly a seafood market.

And we do know that some of the animals in that market were being sold alive. In particular, various forms of wildlife. And we know those species are susceptible to this kind of virus. So, a bit like what happened in SARS, where we know that it jumped out of animals sold in a market and into food handlers. That's superficially a plausible hypothesis.

And, as you say, towards the end of the book we hand the microphone to an attorney and tell him to make the best case he can for the market hypothesis. And that's one of the arguments he uses. But let's then also cross over and say, two years have gone by. We haven't in that time found a single infected animal in the market, or in the food chain, or on farms, or in the forest, or anywhere else.

And what we have found is one animal that kept going to the haunts of these viruses in southern Wuhan, thousands of miles away from Wuhan, crawling around in these caves, in bat caves, specifically, collecting samples from bats and from their droppings without much protective gear on, and bringing those bats back to a laboratory in Wuhan. And that animal was a scientist.

So, in other words, the only people we know who were actively traveling from the place where these viruses are found naturally to the place where the outbreak happened were scientists. We don't know of any other humans or any other animals that made that journey.

And that's a very strong argument for saying that the possibility that one of those scientists got infected either in the field or back in the laboratory needs to be taken very seriously. There are other examples too, of the arguments.

But, by the way, a lot of people say: Well, of course, it broke out in Wuhan. The reason the lab was in Wuhan was because that's where the viruses are. No, the viruses were a long way away.

WOODS: Okay. All right. Well, I've been wondering, suppose that we could somehow determine definitively that there was a lab leak – now, I don't know how you do that. I don't know how you would determine that definitively. But if we did, what happens next politically and otherwise?

And what happens with science and labs and funding and what should happen? Penalties? What should happen?

RIDLEY: Well, I think it's very important not to talk about punishment and blame but to talk about learning lessons. This is what we do in the airline industry, as I mentioned. This is what we try to do – well, no, it's a bit different in nuclear proliferation.

But transparency has got to be the name of the game. Let's say a defector comes forward and says: Look, here is documentary evidence that the first person to show symptoms was a laboratory worker who dropped the flask – or maybe you may not have known how he got infected – but he was working on a virus in the laboratory. And the experiment he was doing was to make RaTG13, the Yunnan virus, into a slightly more infectious version.

Let's say that happens. Obviously, there is fury and humiliation from the Chinese government, and they try to rubbish the story --well, they're trying to do it anyway. 

In the west, do we react like we have to this tennis player and say: Come on, it's not good enough to just say she's disappeared – we don't know about it.

You know, we take up the cause and say: Please, Chinese authorities. Be reasonable here. Let's have a proper conversation.

But if that goes nowhere, I think there's two things we need to be doing. One is to draw up a pandemic treaty that other countries can sign, particularly starting with Western countries like America and Britain, and so on, saying: Look, we promise to be absolutely transparent when we get an outbreak in our country. 

And we also promise, even before an outbreak, to tell what kind of research we're doing – to make sure that every virus we collect is published on a public database straight away – so that everybody knows what's out there.

Obviously, there are experiments going on in military labs in these countries, including in the west, that we won't know about. But if they're collecting viruses in the wild, that should be public information, right? And if we all start signing that treaty and eventually China is the only one that won't sign it, then that puts enormous moral pressure on them.

The other thing we need to be doing is convening scientists at a neutral location – the Lena has already started on this – to say: Let's agree among ourselves what experiments are on the table and what experiments are not on the table.

That's exactly what scientists did in 1975 at a California town called Asilomar, when genetic engineering was first invented. And one of the things they agreed there was that they wouldn't do genetic engineering on dangerous pathogens. 

You would work on ordinary bacteria, but you wouldn't work on dangerous pathogens in case you made them more dangerous.

Well, that's exactly what's been going on. Whether it's flu viruses, or SARS viruses, or MERS viruses – a very lethal disease – or Nipah, which is another dangerous disease from bats. There have been experiments in labs to juice them up. And these have been funded by taxpayers and the results have been kept secret.

And that just ain't good enough. So, it feels to us like science needs to get a grip on this, whether this happened this way or not. Because the fact that it's possible this came out of a lab means we should act as if it's probable.

WOODS: Sure, no question about that. But one more thing. Can you tell me how the World Health Organization has conducted itself with regard to this particular question? Because I honestly don't know the answer apart from – I mean, I read your book, but up until I got to your book, I wouldn't have known.

RIDLEY: Well, I've been pressing the British government to investigate the origin of Covid-19. And the answer I always get is: We're leaving that to the World Health Organization. And that's what most governments say.

So, the World Health Organization has a huge responsibility here. The world is expecting it to tackle this problem. Now, it did try to tackle the problem. It did so by first of all, going to China in January 2020, praising them, repeating the completely false (by then) claim that nobody was catching it from other people, they were only catching it from animals.

And then saying: Could we come and join in one of your investigations into how it started? At which the Chinese said: Well, only if we veto the people that you send – the list of people that you send. Not veto, but we approve the people you send, and if we negotiate the terms of reference over a leisurely four or six months.

That's how long it took them to negotiate the conditions for their investigation. And they turned up in the investigation. They spent just two weeks in Wuhan, basically on a sort of prearranged tourist tour, and then they give a press conference, saying: Our Chinese colleagues are probably right. It came on frozen food from elsewhere, maybe even from abroad – which is a silly theory that nobody else believes.

So, I'm sorry to say that the World Health Organization, by saying it was investigating, but not investigating properly, has actually prevented proper investigations happening to some degree. I think it bears significant responsibility, therefore, and it should be heavily criticized for that.

WOODS: Well, is there – short of a full confession by a person who was directly responsible for a leak – is there some natural phenomenon, some piece of data, something we could discover in the natural world, that could definitively settle this? And are people looking for that, whatever that thing is?

RIDLEY: Yes. I think there's a couple of things. The first is the names – not the names, but the rough identities and professions of the first people who got infected. We knew this in the case of SARS. We knew it in the case of MERS. Why don't we know it in the case of SARS-CoV-2?

The Chinese have said: Well, we've got some data but we can only show you a summary of them. That's not good enough. Now, the intelligence community in the US thinks that three of the four very, very first cases were lab workers. 

Now, I can't assess whether they know that to be true or not. So that's one piece of information we need – good contact tracing on the very first cases. And that should still be possible, even though the trail has gone pretty cool.

The other piece of information we need is what viruses were being experimented on in the Wuhan Institute of Virology in 2019? What viruses were being kept? What viruses were being sequenced? What viruses were being manipulated? And that information is there somewhere. Someone can produce it at some point – whether it will take one year, five years, 20 years.

And by the way, if that information exonerates them, if the database showing all the virus sequence they had has nothing in it that's more than 96% related to SARS-CoV-2, then that's a pretty good exoneration. So, they ought to be the ones most keen to let us in and look.

That's what's so puzzling about this, is that if they really don't like the theory that it came from a lab then they're the ones who should be rushing to be transparent.

WOODS: And that, to me, as a layman who doesn't know all the scientific details, is the thing that stands out. If you're sure that this is not what happened, you're not acting like somebody who's sure that this isn't what happened. But I suppose, perhaps with the passage of time we will get more information.

I was wondering about writing a book on something where the information we have is almost certain to grow in the coming years. But then when I sat down with your book and I saw just how much we have now and how much there is for people to learn about this – okay, if you write a revised edition for the paperback edition, no problem.

It was a great thing that you got this information out to the public. And as I say, of course, with a publisher like HarperCollins it's very unlikely that it's going to be written as a polemic – which it is not. But it does ask, at least implicitly, very pointed questions, particularly the natural origins thesis.

So, I recommended it strongly. Any final words before we wrap up and I urge people to read it?

RIDLEY: Yeah, just on that point of non-polemic. Alina was very, very fierce with me. She would say: No, that sentence is too speculative. We can't say that yet. We're not going there. Until we've got a fact to support that, we can't even discuss that possibility.


And she was dead right. So, everything we say in that book is backed up by something. Or if we're talking about something we don't know, we make it clear that we don't know, and that to us was very important. We're writing about what can be said.

Everybody wants to go off on speculations about whether there were bio-weapon programs or who might have been traveling with who at what date. Well, unless we know they were traveling with such-and-such person on such-and-such day, we're not going to put it in the book.

So, we have tried to be very, very careful not to stray beyond the known fact.

WOODS: And I think that's more or less what the world needs right now. So, I strongly urge people – you're going to find this fascinating. It's like a novel really, and it's Viral: The Search for the Origin of COVID-19 by Alina Chan and our guest today. Matt Ridley.

Matt, I hope you have tremendous success with this, and thanks for being with me today.

RIDLEY: Thank you, Tom.
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