
 

Will an omicron-specific vaccine help control
COVID? There's one key problem
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In November last year, Australians began to feel a wave of optimism that
COVID would no longer define their everyday existence.

Soaring vaccination rates provided some measure of confidence the
threat from COVID was beginning to recede.
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But by mid-December, this wave of hope had been swept away by a
surge of omicron infections.

Emerging research showed there was only around 20% protection from
omicron infection four months after two doses of AstraZeneca, Pfizer or
Moderna vaccines (though protection against hospitalization and death
remains much higher, and a booster dose increases protection against 
infection, but possibly only short-term).

Since the emergence of omicron, both Pfizer and Moderna have
announced they're working on vaccines to specifically target the variant,
with production promised as early as March of this year.

So, are variant-specific vaccines the way we regain control of COVID?

A vaccine targeting omicron will increase immunity to the variant on
both an individual and population level.

However, variant-specific vaccines are ultimately a reactive measure that
could always leave us behind the eight ball. By the time we roll out any
variant-specific vaccine, a wave of infections driven by that variant may
already have peaked, and a new variant will likely be on the way.

The solution to this problem may be "variant-proof" vaccines, also
known as "universal" COVID vaccines. These are vaccines which work
across different variants, rather than being targeted to a specific variant.
These are in development and could be a proactive way to prevent new
variants from taking hold.

Pfizer is racing ahead with plans to manufacture 50 million to
100 million doses of a new omicron-specific version of its
coronavirus vaccine, a reflection of rising concerns that current
vaccine formulations may need to be tweaked for the new threat.
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1048395/technical-briefing-34-14-january-2022.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1048395/technical-briefing-34-14-january-2022.pdf
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/infection/
https://www.pfizer.com/news/press-release/press-release-detail/pfizer-and-biontech-provide-update-omicron-variant
https://www.pharmaceutical-technology.com/news/moderna-eyes-COVID-19-flu-booster-2023/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/population+level/


 

https://t.co/SzURHG2Z8P

— The Washington Post (@washingtonpost) January 11, 2022

Variant-specific vaccines could take too long to roll
out

Scientists have little doubt vaccination with an omicron-specific vaccine
will provide enhanced immunity to omicron.

Approvals of these new vaccines should be comparatively rapid because
they're similar to previously approved vaccines, though some additional
data on safety and efficacy will be required.

However, the question remains as to whether the rollout of these new
vaccines would necessarily be useful to Australian society.

Following the approval of COVID vaccines in Australia, it took nine
months to vaccinate 70% of the adult population. In contrast, omicron
cases in Australia peaked in less than two months.

Although there are plans to develop local manufacturing facilities by
2024, Australia doesn't yet have the capacity to mass produce mRNA
vaccines (like Pfizer's and Moderna's). So, we can expect the rollout of
these vaccines to begin significantly later here than in other countries.

Reactively relying on developing variant-specific vaccines, even under
idealized production and distribution systems, would always leave
Australia vulnerable to disruptive waves of infection and pose ongoing
challenges to health strategies.

Waves of new variants would engulf the population faster than variant-
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https://t.co/SzURHG2Z8P
https://twitter.com/washingtonpost/status/1480949928771866624?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
https://www.health.gov.au/initiatives-and-programs/COVID-19-vaccines/numbers-statistics
https://www.health.gov.au/initiatives-and-programs/COVID-19-vaccines/numbers-statistics
https://djpr.vic.gov.au/about-us/news/victoria-to-become-home-of-mrna-vaccine-manufacturing
https://djpr.vic.gov.au/about-us/news/victoria-to-become-home-of-mrna-vaccine-manufacturing


 

specific vaccines could ever be deployed.

Mass infection isn't likely to protect against future
variants

Health officials predict almost all Australians will soon be exposed to
omicron.

This has left many wondering if mass exposure could finally provide
Australians with the antibody protection required for the fabled "herd
immunity," making the need for future variant-specific vaccines
unnecessary.

A small-scale pre-print study, yet to be reviewed by other scientists,
suggests infection with omicron did produce some antibodies that could
neutralize delta, but only around a quarter the magnitude of those
produced against the infecting variant.

Whether these antibodies would be sufficient to protect against the
infection from the delta or other variants, remains to be established.

Most antibodies induced by vaccination and natural infection
predominantly target regions of the virus that can easily mutate.

It's plausible the next variants that emerge could be even more different
in this region than delta or omicron. This means it could evade current
antibody responses induced by infection, or by vaccines specific for
either the original virus or the omicron variant.

So it's likely mass infection with omicron won't protect us from catching
future variants.
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https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2022/jan/03/all-of-us-are-going-to-be-exposed-to-omicron-queensland-chief-health-officer-warns
https://www.ahri.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/MEDRXIV-2021-268439v1-Sigal_corr.pdf


 

Here's where a variant-proof vaccine comes in

Several teams around Australia and the world are currently working on
efforts to produce "universal" COVID vaccines, including our own
research team at the Garvan Institute.

These are vaccines which generate antibodies to regions of the virus that
cannot be easily mutated.

The goal of using such vaccines across the population is to protect us not
just against current variants of the virus, but also against future variants.

Unlike the current reactive strategy of generating variant-specific
vaccines following the emergence of a new invasive threat, a universal 
vaccine could be used to prevent a new variant from ever taking hold.

Australia should aim to produce such vaccines locally, so we could avoid
the current supply and distribution delays.

As Australia continues to "ride the omicron wave," we can only wonder
what challenges the next variant will pose for us.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-12-27/COVID-19-variant-proof-universal-vaccine-SARS-cov-2/100724488
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/vaccine/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/omicron/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/variant/
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/will-an-omicron-specific-vaccine-help-control-covid-theres-one-key-problem-175137
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2022-01-omicron-specific-vaccine-covid-key-problem.html
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2022-01-omicron-specific-vaccine-covid-key-problem.html
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