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This transmission electron microscope image shows SARS-CoV-2 -- also known
as 2019-nCoV, the virus that causes COVID-19 -- isolated from a patient in the
US. Virus particles are shown emerging from the surface of cells cultured in the
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lab. The spikes on the outer edge of the virus particles give coronaviruses their
name, crown-like. Credit: NIAID-RML

The World Health Organization on Tuesday warned against the notion
that the COVID-19 pandemic becoming endemic would mean the
disease was no longer dangerous.

"People talk about pandemic versus endemic," the WHO's emergencies
director Michael Ryan told a virtual session of the World Economic
Forum.

"Endemic malaria kills hundreds of thousands of people; endemic HIV;
endemic violence in our inner cities.

"Endemic in itself does not mean good—endemic just means it's here
forever," Ryan told the Davos Agenda roundtable on vaccine equity.

The rapidly-spreading Omicron variant of COVID-19 is much more
contagious than previous strains but seems to cause less serious disease
for vaccinated people.

That has triggered a debate on the virus passing from being a pandemic
to becoming endemic—with the implication that the danger will have
passed.

"What we need to do is get to low levels of disease incidence with
maximum vaccination of our populations, so nobody has to die," said
Ryan.

"That's the end of the emergency, in my view. That's the end of the
pandemic."
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Ryan added that it was possible to end the waves of death and
hospitalisations by the end of 2022 through vaccine-led public health
measures.

But, he added: "We won't end the virus this year. We may never end the 
virus. Pandemic viruses end up becoming part of the ecosystem.

"What we can do is end is the public health emergency."

With the exception of the one-shot Janssen product, all the COVID-19
vaccines given emergency approval by the WHO require two injections.

Ryan raised the prospect of three to four doses at some point being
considered the full course of vaccination for enduring protection against
severe COVID disease.

"As knowledge develops, and as we see the way the immune system
matures and responds to either re-exposure or to an extra dose of
vaccine, we may end up in a future where the primary course of
vaccination for a vulnerable person might be three or four doses," he
said.

"They won't be called boosters. It will be seen that you need three to four
doses to develop that long-lasting, robust immunity that protects you
from hospitalisation and death over a prolonged period."
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