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Covid-19 booster vaccines: What we know and who’s doing what
The virulence of the delta variant has prompted many countries to start administering booster
vaccines. Elisabeth Mahase looks at what is happening where
Elisabeth Mahase
Do we need booster doses?
How long does immunity after covid-19 vaccination
last? It’s something everyone would like to know, but
it’s a question that can’t currently be answered with
certainty.1
There is some evidence that immunity does wane,
especially against the delta variant. Researchers have
found that a single dose of either the
Oxford-AstraZeneca or Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine is
only around 30% effective against delta, although
two doses are more effective: 88% for Pfizer and 67%
for AstraZeneca.2
A preprint from Israeli researchers has reported that
the risk of infection is significantly higher among
people who were vaccinated earlier in the pandemic
than among those vaccinated later (with the Pfizer
vaccine only), suggesting a “possible relative
decrease in the long-term protection of the BNT162b2
[Pfizer] vaccine against the delta variant of
SARS-CoV-2.”3 The Israeli team did not look at the
effect of time of vaccination on the incidence of
symptomatic infection, severe disease, or hospital
admissions.
But there is a view that booster doses should not be
prioritised over primary vaccination. In June
researchers from the University of Oxford vaccine
team that developed the AstraZeneca vaccine said
that although a third dose of their vaccine can provide
a strong boost to the immune response there was no
indication that a booster was needed and emphasised
that the “urgent priority” should be to ensure that
people around the world got their first dose.4
Despite nearly 35 million doses of covid-19 vaccines
being administered every day, only 1.3% of people
in low income countries have received at least one
dose. Just under a third (32%) of the world’s
population has had at least one dose, and only a
quarter (24%) have had two.5
The World Health Organization has called for a
moratorium on boosters until at least the end of
September, to enable a minimum of 10% of the
population of every country to be vaccinated. WHO’s
director general, Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, said
in a speech on 4 August, “I understand the concern
of all governments to protect their people from the
delta variant. But we cannot accept countries that
have already used most of the global supply of
vaccines using even more of it, while the world’s most
vulnerable people remain unprotected.”6

Which countries are planning booster shots?
Many high and middle income countries have been
discussing booster doses (a third dose, in most cases)
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as a way to ensure that people remain protected
against new variants of SARS-CoV-2 as the winter
months approach.
By 18 August more than nine million booster doses
had been administered worldwide.7
In Israel more than one million people have received
a third dose of the Pfizer vaccine after the government
started its booster campaign aimed at over 50s.8
Turkey started administering booster doses in July
to healthcare workers and people over 50. The
country, which uses the Sinovac and Pfizer vaccines,
is now also allowing people who had the Sinovac
vaccine to have the Pfizer vaccine too so they can
travel to countries that do not recognise the Chinese
vaccine.9
A similar initiative is being rolled out in Uruguay,
where citizens who received the Sinovac vaccine are
being offered a dose of the Pfizer vaccine to boost
their immune response.10 And in Cambodia and
Thailand the AstraZeneca vaccine is being offered as
a booster to people who received either the Sinovac
or Sinopharm vaccine.11
The US is expected to roll out booster shots to most
adults from 20 September, with the third dose
recommended to be given eight months after the
second. Healthcare workers, nursing home residents,
and older adults who got the vaccines early on will
be prioritised for the booster.12
However, so far the US Food and Drug Administration
has amended the emergency use authorisations only
for the Pfizer and Moderna covid-19 vaccines, to allow
for a third booster dose to be given to certain
immunocompromised people, including organ
transplant recipients and those who have diagnosed
conditions that are considered to have an equivalent
level of immunocompromise. The FDA is carrying out
a safety and efficacy review of the booster dose in
other members of the adult population, while the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention is
conducting a review of the evidence.
In the UK the health system has been preparing for
a booster dose to be rolled out in September to
patients considered at risk of serious illness.
However, the Times newspaper has reported that the
UK Joint Committee on Vaccination and
Immunisation is waiting for more data before making
a final decision on whether to recommend a booster
programme.13
France and Germany are also planning to roll out
third vaccine doses in September to elderly and
vulnerable people, including immunocompromised
people and care home residents. Ecuador is planning
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Will people get the same vaccine brand for their booster?
This varies. Uruguay, Cambodia, and Thailand are mixing vaccines,
while the US has decided not to mix brands. People who received
two doses of the Pfizer or Moderna vaccines in the US will be given
a third dose of the same vaccine. However, people who received
the one dose Johnson & Johnson vaccine will not be offered a second
dose as yet, as officials are waiting on efficacy results from the drug
company.15
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In Ireland, vaccine brands are to be mixed, with people who had a
single dose of the AstraZeneca vaccine but did not opt to have a
second dose currently being offered a dose of the Pfizer or Moderna
vaccine. It’s likely that vaccine mixing will be allowed when booster
doses are rolled out in October.16

Might we need annual covid vaccinations?
This is certainly a possibility, said Anthony Harnden, a member of
the Joint Committee on Vaccination and Immunisation. Speaking
on The BMJ’s Talk Evidence podcast in March, he said, “I suspect
it’s going to be likely that we’re going to require an annual boost
for a while . . . It just depends on the length of duration of protection.
The virus mutates, [but it] probably doesn’t mutate as much or as
quickly as the influenza virus, so it’s very difficult to predict whether
this is going to be an annual vaccine or for how many years.”17
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to roll out booster doses of the Pfizer, AstraZeneca, and Sinovac
vaccines to people with weakened immune systems. Its health
ministry has said it will carry out research to determine whether
the wider population should also receive a third dose.14

