
 

UK says new study vindicates delaying 2nd
virus vaccine shot

February 4 2021, by Danica Kirka and Jill Lawless

  
 

  

A man wearing a mask against coronavirus walks past an NHS advertisement
about COVID-19 in London, Tuesday, Feb. 2, 2021. British health authorities
plan to test tens of thousands of people in a handful of areas of England in an
attempt to stop a new variant of the coronavirus first identified in South Africa
spreading in the community. The Department of Health says a small number of
people in England who had not travelled abroad have tested positive for the
strain. (AP Photo/Alastair Grant)
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Britain's health chief said Wednesday that a new study suggesting that a
single dose of the Oxford-AstraZeneca COVID-19 vaccine provides a
high level of protection for 12 weeks supports the government's strategy
of delaying the second shot so it can protect more people quickly with a
first dose.

Britain's decision has been criticized as risky by other European
countries, but Health Secretary Matt Hancock said the study "backs the
strategy that we've taken and it shows the world that the Oxford vaccine
works effectively."

Hancock's comments came after Oxford University released a study
showing the vaccine cut transmission of the virus by two-thirds and
prevented severe disease.

Mene Pangalos, executive vice president of biopharmaceuticals research
and development at AstraZeneca, said no patients experienced severe
disease or hospitalization three weeks after receiving a first dose, and
that efficacy appeared to increase up to 12 weeks after the initial shot.

"Our data suggest you want to be as close to the 12 weeks as you can"
for the second dose, he told a news conference.

The study has not been peer-reviewed yet and does not address the
efficacy of the Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine, the other one currently in use
in the U.K. Pfizer recommends that its shots be given 21 days apart and
has not endorsed the U.K. government's decision to lengthen the time
between doses.
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Pharmacist Bhaveen Patel administers a dose of the Oxford/AstraZeneca covid
vaccine to Joshua Labor at a coronavirus vaccination clinic held at Junction
Pharmacy in Brixton, London, Thursday, Jan. 28, 2021. (Dominic Lipinski/PA
via AP)

But the Oxford research was greeted with excitement by U.K. officials
under pressure to justify their decision to delay the second dose.

"That reduction in transmission, as well as the fact there is no
hospitalizations, the combination of that is very good news. And it
categorically supports the strategy we've been taking on having a
12-week gap between the doses," Hancock told Sky News.
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Some countries, including France, have authorized the AstraZeneca
vaccine only for use in people under 65, saying there is not enough
evidence to say whether it works in older adults. Belgium has authorized
it only for people 55 and under.

Yet one of the lead researchers on the Oxford vaccine project, Dr.
Andrew Pollard, said "we expect it to be highly effective in older adults"
and said more data should be available in the next few weeks.

  
 

  

A rose among floral tributes laid in memory of Captain Tom Moore on the
village green in Marston Moretaine, England, Wednesday, Feb. 3, 2021. Captain
Tom Moore, the 100-year-old World War II veteran who captivated the British
public in the early days of the coronavirus pandemic with his fundraising efforts
for health care workers, died Tuesday. (AP Photo/Alastair Grant)
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Britain has Europe's deadliest coronavirus outbreak, with more than
108,000 deaths, and is in its third national lockdown as authorities try to
contain a new, more transmissible virus variant first identified in
southeast England.

Other variants are also a concern. Public health officials in England are
going door to door, trying to test all adults in eight targeted communities
in an attempt to stop a new strain first identified in South Africa from
spreading further.

So far 105 cases of the variant have been identified in the U.K., 11 of
them in people with no links to overseas travel. Scientists say there's no
evidence the South African variant is more serious than the original virus
but it may be more contagious. There are also concerns that current
vaccines may be less effective against that variant because it contains a
mutation of the virus' characteristic spike protein that existing vaccines
target.
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Britain's Health Secretary Matt Hancock wears a face mask as he leaves 10
Downing Street, in London, Wednesday, Feb. 3, 2021. Hancock said Wednesday
a new study suggesting that a single dose of the AstraZeneca vaccine may reduce
transmission of COVID-19 categorically supports the government's strategy of
taking more time between injections.(AP Photo/Alberto Pezzali)
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A police volunteer carries a box of home testing kits for COVID-19 from
Britain's Department of Health as they go house-to-house distributing them to
residents, in Woking, England, Tuesday, Feb. 2, 2021, during England's third
national lockdown since the coronavirus outbreak began. British health
authorities plan to test tens of thousands of people in a handful of areas of
England, including parts of Woking, in an attempt to stop a new variant of the
coronavirus first identified in South Africa spreading in the community. The
Department of Health says a small number of people in England who had not
travelled abroad have tested positive for the strain. (AP Photo/Matt Dunham)
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Police volunteers use large bags to collect completed COVID-19 home testing
kits that residents received earlier in the day, in Woking, England, Tuesday, Feb.
2, 2021, during England's third national lockdown since the coronavirus outbreak
began. British health authorities plan to test tens of thousands of people in a
handful of areas of England in an attempt to stop a new variant of the
coronavirus first identified in South Africa spreading in the community. The
Department of Health says a small number of people in England who had not
travelled abroad have tested positive for the strain. (AP Photo/Matt Dunham)
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Distributors working in a pair together go door-to-door giving out home testing
kits for COVID-19 from Britain's Department of Health, in Woking, England,
Tuesday, Feb. 2, 2021, during England's third national lockdown since the
coronavirus outbreak began. British health authorities plan to test tens of
thousands of people in a handful of areas of England, including parts of Woking,
in an attempt to stop a new variant of the coronavirus first identified in South
Africa spreading in the community. The Department of Health says a small
number of people in England who had not travelled abroad have tested positive
for the strain. (AP Photo/Matt Dunham)

That is a worry as the U.K. races to vaccinate its own population against
the virus. Almost 10 million people have received the first of their two
shots, including the bulk of people over 80 and those in nursing homes.
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Pollard said Oxford scientists believe the AstraZeneca vaccine will
continue to offer protection against new variants of COVID-19, although
they are still waiting for data on that.

He said even if the virus adapts "that doesn't mean that we won't still
have protection against severe disease.''

"If we do need to update the vaccines, then it is actually a relatively
straightforward process. It only takes a matter of months, rather than the
huge efforts that everyone went through last year to get the very large-
scale trials run," he told the BBC.

© 2021 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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