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Tracking our Contact Tracing Apps 
White Paper 

 

 

 

On April 24th 2020 we published a white paper predicting that Corona Virus apps were unlikely 
to have any impact on the spread of the disease. Five weeks later, we have decided to revisit 
the subject and check what is the situation in several key countries and whether we have been 
proved wrong (although perfectly subjective, we have given ourselves a mark out of 20!). 

 

 

In summary, it is safe to say that there have been no notable successes: in many instances 
the launch of contact tracing apps have been delayed due to “technical difficulties”, and in 
countries that have launched an app, take-up has been too low. In pretty much all countries, 
after much fanfare promoting the importance of the contact tracing apps, Governments have 
been subtly de-emphasising their role – this is most probably a direct result of the growing 
realisation that the planned technology cannot deliver. France’s StopCovid app and the UK’s 
NHSX app are just two examples. 

  

https://8ba6c621-6ba1-4145-ba03-d4123b9c973e.filesusr.com/ugd/85e495_4a807f18c3774abda07153212f0cf003.pdf
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 WHAT WE GOT RIGHT 
In the table below we list the main issues, listed in the original article, that contribute to the 
demise of contact tracing apps, and document other sources around the World that have since 
reached the same conclusions. 

 

 
ISSUES WE 

HIGHLIGHTED 
 

CONFIRMATIONS SOURCE COUNTRY 

GPS and Bluetooth are 
inaccurate 
This is our main 
contention why the 
apps will fail, yet there 
has been very little 
written about it in the 
press 

 

“Bluetooth is not a technology for measuring 
distances. It measures the intensity of a signal 
[which] depends on the phone model. If I have 
the latest iPhoneX, the Bluetooth chip is very 
efficient so the signal will be of very good 
quality whereas on an old Android it will be 
much weaker.”  

La Tribune 
28/5/20 

France 

“(Bluetooth) is not the most suitable to measure 
a distance precisely.”  

Le Parisien 
28/5/20 

France 

"I've had conversations with developers over 
the last month and none have shown compelling 
data on accuracy. […] If an app generates a 
high number of false positive contacts, there is 
a point at which it would generate a lot of junk 
data for public health officials to sift through 
and secondly erode public trust.” - University 
of Otago contact tracing expert Ayesha 
Verrall 

Newsroom.co.nz 
06/05/2020 

New Zealand 

Battery drain 
Due to Bluetooth 
needing to continually 
scan for other devices. 
This has been widely 
reported 

 

About 50% of user ratings mention battery 
drain as a problem for the TraceTogether 
(Singapore) app 

Google Play 
store user 
ratings 
28/5/20 

Singapore 

Trials of the UK's NHS coronavirus contact-
tracing app reveal that users must have iOS 
11 or later, and battery life is profoundly 
impacted by the feature 

Appleinsider.co
m 13/5/20 

UK 

App compatibility 
Android and apple 
devices need to be 
able to talk to each 
other 

 

“Early on developers noted the iPhone version 
would not be able to exchange Bluetooth 
handshakes with other devices unless it was 
running on the screen – incredibly impractical 
for users.” 

The Guardian 
23/5/20 

Australia 
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Participation 
According to the widely 
reported Oxford 
University report, 
contact-tracing apps 
need to be used by at 
least 60% of the 
population to be useful 
(we estimated 80%) 

 

“Around 1.5 million people have downloaded 
the app but fewer than 900,000 are actively 
using it” (=17% of the population) 

Inews.co.uk 
Nrk.no 

Norway 

(after 3 weeks) 55,000 downloads out of a 
population of 80,000 smartphone owners 
and total population of 141,000 but only 24 
people a day using it to report their 
symptoms 

BBC, Express Isle of White 
(UK trial) 

7.6% of the population have downloaded the 
app 

 New Zealand 

Covidsafe has six million downloads out of a 
total population of 25 million (24% of 
population). 
“just one person has been identified using its 
data”  

The Guardian 
23/5/20 

Australia 

“Utah, North Dakota and South Dakota were 
the first U.S. states to launch voluntary phone 
apps that enable public health departments to 
track the location and connections of people 
who test positive for the coronavirus. But 
governors haven’t had much luck getting the 
widespread participation needed for them to 
work effectively.” 

AP 18/05/20 USA, North 
Dakota 

The state with the highest known rate of 
participation so far is South Dakota, where 
last week about 2 percent of residents had 
the Care19 app on their phones. Last week 
was also the first time it recorded a single 
infection. The same app is getting even less 
support in North Dakota. 

NBCnews 
19/5/20 

USA – South 
Dakota 

Privacy 
This is the most 
reported issue and 
seems to be the main 
barrier that 
governments are 
facing, though we 
believe this to be a red 
herring as it is also 

“France's Senate has voted to approve the 
release of a controversial coronavirus tracking 
app Wednesday evening. 187 voted in favour 
of the app, and 127 against it. […] Earlier 
that day, France's National Assembly approved 
the app by a vote of 338 to 215 amid 
concerns over the spread of COVID-19.” 

Euronews.com 
28/5/20 

France 
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possible for malicious 
individuals to obtain 
“sensitive” data from 
decentralised apps, 
and the privacy issues 
of the centralised 
solutions are by and 
large exaggerated. 

 

Helen Nissenbaum, a professor of information 
science and director of the Digital Life 
Initiative at Cornell University, called Apple 
and Google’s use of privacy to defend their 
refusal to allow public health officials access 
to smartphone technology a “flamboyant 
smokescreen.” She said it was ironic that the 
two companies had for years tolerated the 
mass collection of people’s data but were 
now preventing its use for a purpose that is 
“critical to public health.” 

Washington 
Post 
15/05/020 

USA 

“Germany changes track on contact-tracing 
app over privacy concerns”  

The telegraph 
26/04/20 

Germany 

Adherence 

 

To date we have found no actual reporting or 
anecdotes on actual adherence to a self-
isolation instruction issued by a contact tracing 
app. We still believe this will be a major 
issue 

  

 

 WHAT WE MISSED 
There are two more technical issues that have been picked up by the press that we did not 
mention in our paper: 

Bluetooth is unavailable “in the background” on i-phones  

There is a workaround solution however it will have two major problems:  

• It will not be able to keep the phone awake 100% of the time, so many proximity 
contacts will get through the net 

• It will be a big drain on the battery 

 

Hacking and malicious attacks 

• This is a problem that all apps face, but in the case of contact-tracing the threat of 
hacking is a real danger that it will adversely impact take-up. 
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OUR (SUBJECTIVE) SCORE:  

17/20 
 

 GOVERNMENTS ARE BACKTRACKING 

As governments slowly realise that the contract apps face too many hurdles and are not fit for 
purpose, they are all slowly de-emphasising their importance, hoping that the press and public will 
forget the exaggerated promises that were initially made. 

 

COUNTRY WHAT WAS CLAIMED 
A MONTH AGO WHAT IS SAID NOW 

UK 

 

“the app is going to be an essential part of 
that strategy.” - Matthew Gould, the chief 
executive of NHSX 5/5/20 
 

“the app is helpful” – Health Secretary Matt 
Hancock 28/5/20 

France 

 

“no one is keen, but all doctors say it will 
avoid deaths and I am sure that people will 
download it massively to reassure 
themselves and the people they frequent” –  
“StopCovid isn’t a project for peacetime. 
It’s a project for a historical crisis” 
 

 

Australia 

 

“The PM told Australians in April the contact 
tracing app was key to getting back to 
normal” – The Guardian 

“How did the Covidsafe app go from being vital 
to almost irrelevant?” – The Guardian  
 

Singapore 

 

 “If you ask me whether any Bluetooth contact 
tracing system deployed or under development, 
anywhere in the world, is ready to replace 
manual contact tracing, I will say without 
qualification that the answer is, no." 
- Jason Bay, the agency's senior director 
 

USA 

 

Responding to a question about the 
Apple-Google contact-tracing app API: 
"It's an amazing thing but a lot of people 
have some very big constitutional problems 
with it, you know that. It's an amazing thing 
and it would be actually, as you know other 
countries are thinking about using something 
similar but not as good” – President Trump 
13/04/20 

“In California, epidemiologists in charge of 
contact tracing are ignoring the Apple-Google 
approach and have decided the best course for 
contact tracing is to train thousands of people to 
do the work.” – Washington Post 15/5/20 
 
“as the tech giants have revealed more details, 
officials now say the software will be of little 
use” – Washington Post 15/5/20 
 
“Though the companies [Apple and Google] first 
debuted the effort by calling it a “contact 
tracing” system, company executives now say it is 
designed to do no such thing.” 
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New Zealand 

 

See Next section   

 

 

 JACINDA ARDERN was right! 

Other leaders should have listened to Jacinda Ardern, Prime Minister of New Zealand. On 27th 
of April 2020 she said on the subject of a contact tracing app (our White paper was published 
3 days earlier): 

"One thing that globally we're seeing acknowledgment of is that it is not a replacement for human 
and one-on-one contact tracing between someone who works in our public health units and someone 
who has Covid-19, …" 

"That is because it requires a large proportion of your population to be using the app and even if 
it has data between two people who have been in contact with one another, it picks up people at 
such a distance that you still want to verify. Some of the technology that's being talked about at 
the moment bypasses public health or health authorities. It means you could potentially have people 
who are being told they have to self-isolate who may not have been in quite close proximity and 
only human questioning will be able to determine that. …" 

"One of the issues in Singapore that they’ve freely identified was compatibility with iPhones. I note 
that they do have high Android use but that still would be a significant issue for the likes of New 
Zealand and Australia. My understanding is Australia overcame that. It was also a significant drain 
on battery life and it interfered with peoples’ Bluetooth headphones.” 

In short, she confirmed the issues of proximity detection, low take up, compatibility and battery 
drain. 

 

 FRANCE 
Tomorrow (02/06/20), France will launch its very own contact tracing app: StopCovid. Most of 
the debate in France has been centred around privacy and it required votes in both the Senate 
and National Assembly for the go-ahead. France is one of the few countries, along with the UK, 
to have opted for a centralised approach, which means it will not be participating in the Apple-
Google initiative nor receive cooperation from the two American tech giants. 

Because France has chosen a centralised approach, take-up is likely to be lower, and because 
it cannot participate in the Apple-Google initiative, i-phone users will suffer greater battery 
drain (and a lower detection rate) because Bluetooth cannot continuously scan on i-phones. The 
government has requested Apple to cooperate to address this problem at the operating system 
level, but so far Apple has refused – “We will remember that when time comes” said France's 
minister for digital technology, Cedric O. 

 

Our prediction is that, beyond the initial take-up (600K downloads after two days) and 
despite commanding efforts by the Government to advertise it, the app is unlikely to be a 
great success. 
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How much did the apps cost? 
 

UK The government awarded a £3.8m contract to Zuhlke Engineering 
develop an alternative app to the one developed by NHSX. Source: FT 

France The cost "will not exceed more than a few hundred thousand euros per 
month", according to Cedric O. Source: AFP 

Canada, Alberta The app was developed by Deloitte for a contract worth 
CAD$625,000. Source: globalnews.ca 

Australia The total cost of the app for the government is $1.5m, including over 
$700,000 for Amazon to host the data. Source: The Guardian 

USA, North Dakota This application cost the state nothing to create.  Existing IP was donated 
from ProudCrowd LLC,which donated its time and effort to bring Care19 
to life. Depending on the scale of adoption, there may need to be 
additional funding to pay for the servers to run the app.  Source: nd.gov 

 

Marc de Gentile-Williams 

mwilliams@inbound.capital  

 

 

IMPORTANT NOTICE 

The information used in preparing this document was obtained either from public sources or from sources to 
which Inbound Capital have been authorised access. Inbound Capital has made no independent verification of 
the information. Accordingly no representation or warranty of any kind (whether express or implied) is given by 
Inbound Capital and its employees as to the accuracy, completeness or fitness for any purpose of this 
document. 
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