
 

A vaccine will be a game-changer for
international travel. But it's not everything
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The United Kingdom yesterday became the first country to approve the
Pfizer/BioNTech COVID-19 vaccine for widespread use. Following a
review by the country's drug regulator, the UK government announced it
will begin rolling out the vaccine next week.
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Other countries are likely to follow soon, authorizing the
Pfizer/BioNTech vaccine and possibly other leading candidates too.
Australia's Therapeutic Goods Administration says it's continuing to
assess the Pfizer/BioNTech data.

The world has been eagerly awaiting a COVID vaccine, touted since
early in the pandemic as our best hope of returning to "normal." A big
part of this is the resumption of international travel.

Certainly, an effective vaccine brings this prospect much closer. But a
vaccine alone won't ensure a safe return to international travel. There are
several other things Australia and other countries will need to consider.

International travel in the age of a COVID vaccine

When people are vaccinated before boarding a flight, we can have
confidence there will be significantly less COVID risk associated with
international travel. However, the data we have at the moment doesn't
tell us everything we need to know.

Let's take the Pfizer/BioNTech vaccine as an example. They have
reported the efficacy of their mRNA vaccine to be 95% in preventing
symptomatic COVID-19, having tested it on around half of the 43,000
participants in their phase 3 trial (the other half received a placebo).

The vaccine appears to be safe with only mild side-effects in some
participants. And notably, the study included people aged 65 and over
and those with health conditions that put them at higher risk of more
severe disease.

However, the study hasn't officially reported the efficacy of the vaccine
against becoming infected, as opposed to displaying symptoms. While
it's encouraging to know a vaccine stops people getting sick, this point is
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important because if people can still become infected with SARS-CoV-2
(the virus that causes COVID-19), they may still be able to spread it.

Ugur Şahin, BioNTech's cofounder and chief executive, believes the
vaccine could reduce transmission by 50%. This puts something of a
dampener on vaccination being the key to the safe resumption of
international travel.

At this stage, we also don't know how long immunity will last for those
vaccinated with the Pfizer/BioNTech vaccine. But as the trial will
continue for several more months, some of this data should become
available in 2021.

Not everyone will be vaccinated straight away, so we'll
still need quarantine

It's going to take months—or, more realistically, years—to vaccinate
everybody who wants to be vaccinated. It won't be feasible to expect
every single person traveling internationally to be vaccinated.

There are several countries that appear never to have had community
transmission. As of November, these included many Pacific island
nations such as Tonga, Kiribati, Micronesia, Palau, Samoa and Tuvalu.

Then there are countries that have COVID-19 under control with little, if
any, community transmission. Examples include Australia, New Zealand,
Vietnam and Singapore.

People arriving in Australia from these countries pose very little risk and
should not need to quarantine, whether vaccinated or not. For other
countries, it would very much depend on their epidemic situation at the
time.
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Some organizations have already developed COVID risk ratings for
different countries or jurisdictions. For example, the European Centre
for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC) rates the COVID situation
in each European country as "stable," "of concern" or "of serious
concern."

These risk assessments are based on factors including each country's
14-day COVID case notification rate, the proportion of tests coming
back positive, and the rate of deaths.

Clearly, people from high-risk areas or countries will still need to
quarantine on arrival, unless they have been vaccinated. It's likely
Australia will develop a similar rating system to the ECDC to streamline
these decisions.

Testing

Many countries now require a negative COVID test certificate before
entry. For example, Spain requires a negative PCR test no more than 72
hours before traveling.

Similarly, some airlines, such as Emirates and Etihad, are mandating
COVID testing before travel.

It would also make sense to have rapid antigen testing available at airport
arrivals or border crossings. Although not as accurate as PCR tests, these
tests would provide a second check that a traveler hasn't incubated
COVID-19 on the way to their destination.

Even with vaccination, testing will still be important, as vaccination
doesn't guarantee a passenger is not infected, or infectious.
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https://globalepidemics.org/
https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/RRA-COVID-19-EU-EEA-UK-thirteenth-update-23-Oct-2020.pdf#page=13
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Certificates and passports

Once COVID-19 vaccines become accessible, countries and airlines may
well require visitors to produce a certificate of vaccination.

Qantas chief executive Alan Joyce has suggested all Qantas international
passengers from next year would be required to have a COVID
vaccination certificate.

There are also many groups around the world working on immunity
passports and technologies to track travelers' virus status.

For example, the International Air Transport Association is developing a
digital health pass which will carry testing and vaccination status.

It's likely international travel will be allowed globally in the second half
of next year, once vaccination is well underway.

It will be wonderful to be able to travel internationally again, but
wherever we go—even with a vaccine—it will be some time before 
travel looks like it did before the pandemic.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.

Provided by The Conversation

Citation: A vaccine will be a game-changer for international travel. But it's not everything (2020,
December 4) retrieved 10 May 2024 from https://medicalxpress.com/news/2020-12-vaccine-
game-changer-international.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private

5/6

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-australia-55048438
https://www.timesofisrael.com/israels-pangea-offers-digital-health-passport-to-ease-travel-amid-pandemic/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/israels-pangea-offers-digital-health-passport-to-ease-travel-amid-pandemic/
https://www.cntraveler.com/story/common-pass-app-international-air-travel
https://www.thebusinesstravelmag.com/index.php/news-pages/articles/iata-joins-with-iag-to-trial-digital-health-pass
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/vaccine/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/travel/
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/a-vaccine-will-be-a-game-changer-for-international-travel-but-its-not-everything-151214
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2020-12-vaccine-game-changer-international.html
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2020-12-vaccine-game-changer-international.html


 

study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

6/6

http://www.tcpdf.org

