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Introduction

On December 31st, 2019, the World Health Organization (WHO) was formally notified
about cases of an unknown pneumonia in Wuhan, China. The mysterious outbreak
of this viral illness was linked by Chinese scientists as a distant relative of severe
acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) coronavirus which caused a global pandemic in
2003 killing almost 800 people. The virus spread rapidly around the world, and within
six months, ten million cases had been confirmed officially making it the worst-public
health crisis in a century. The mysterious disease became officially known as
Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) caused by the acute respiratory syndrome
coronavirus 2 (SARs-CoV-2) virus. With the rapid deadly outbreak of COVID-19,
scientists, doctors and scholars worked at breakneck speed to understand the
disease and the virus that caused it. The pandemic catalyzed a research revolution,
producing a vaccine for the coronavirus at record speed. Research seeking a
vaccine for SARs-CoV-2 began in early 2020 and by the start of December, several
vaccines had announced excellent results in large trials. On December 2, a vaccine
produced by drug giant Pfizer and German biotech firm BioNTech became the first
fully tested immunization to be approved for emergency use. By the 25th of July
2021, seven COVID-19 vaccines had been officially authorized by the WHO for
emergency use. As of August 6, 4.4 billion doses of vaccines have been
administered.

However, “vaccine equity” has become an increasingly problematic issue with
widening disparities in the global trade and production of vaccines. Tedros Adhanom
Ghebreyesus, the Director-General of the WHO, told the gathering at an Economic
and Social Committee session, “vaccine equity is the challenge of our time, and we
are failing.” As of 14 June 2021, 87% of COVID-19 vaccine doses have been given
in wealthier countries, despite new surges in cases and deaths in conflict and
crisis-affected countries. Additionally, the outbreak of variants, such as the Delta
variant, have driven up infections and intensified pressure on already-stressed health
systems. Researchers predict that most people in the poorest countries will need to
wait another two years before they are vaccinated against COVID-19. Without an
equal distribution of doses, cases will continue to surge around the world, leading to
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increased possibilities of new variants developing which will only prolong the
trajectory of this pandemic.

Many nations and organizations alike have pledged to provide more vaccines to
Less Economically Developed Countries (LEDCs). For example, in June the leaders
of the G7 group of wealthy nations pledged extra doses for low- and middle-income
countries by the end of 2022. Despite these efforts, many programs to provide for
LEDCs are not sufficient, as they are only able to vaccinate a small percentage of
populations within those countries. COVAX is a joint initiative that attempts to bring
vaccines to the world’s poorest countries. Some 67 low-income countries have made
no purchases of their own and are wholly reliant on the COVAX program. However,
the production of vaccines has also experienced many obstacles. India was the
fourth largest vaccine producer worldwide as of March 2021, but with the arrival of
India’s second wave of infections, the government had to divert all vaccine supplies
to meet domestic demand. This hit has hit COVAX particularly hard. Wealthier
countries continue to adopt a mentality of vaccine nationalism rather than supporting
the global response. Overall, the issue of solving vaccine equity remains the key to
overcoming this pandemic, but with More Economically Developing Countries
(MEDCs) hoarding vaccine supply, LEDCs are disproportionally affected by this
disparity.

Definition of Key Terms

Less Economically Developed Countries (LEDCs)

Defined as countries with a low standard of living and a much lower GDP than

MEDC countries. These countries have experienced the worst effects of COVID 19,

taking a toll on their economic performance, threatening to roll back progress

towards sustainable development, worsening entrenched inequalities and possibly

leading to long-term damage.

Vaccine Equity

The equitable distribution of vaccines worldwide. It is essential to ending

infectious diseases that spread rapidly between countries. With the current outbreak

of COVID-19, MEDCs can purchase vaccine supply with excess while LEDCs

struggle to control their domestic coronavirus situations, affecting their economy,

healthcare system and more.

Vaccine Hoarding / Vaccine Nationalism
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When governments sign agreements with pharmaceutical manufacturers to

supply their own populations with vaccines ahead of them becoming available for

other countries. Some countries that have partaken in this include Britain, the US,

Japan and the European bloc.

COVAX

One of three pillars of the Access to COVID-19 Tools (ACT) Accelerator,

which was launched in April in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. It is a

collaboration involving WHO, UNICEF, the World Bank, and the Bill & Melinda Gates

Foundation, among others. ACT aims to provide innovative and equitable access to

COVID-19 diagnostics, treatments and vaccines with the COVAX pillar focusing on

the latter.

Background Information

Vaccine Distribution

Wealthier countries continue to hoard vaccine supplies, jeopardizing those most

affected by the COVID-19 outbreak in the poorest countries. At least 90% of people

in 67 low-income countries have a low chance of getting vaccinated in 2021 as

wealthy nations reserve more vaccines than needed for their population and will not

share their intellectual property. Oxford University and AstraZeneca have pledged to

donate 64% of their vaccine to developing nations, but this will only reach 18% of the

world’s population next year at best. This unequal distribution of vaccines is due to

LEDCs not having the economic capacity to purchase vaccines. Being under

extreme pressure to contain the present COVID-19 situation within their countries,

LEDCs face a cyclical dilemma of having to protect the economy and public health.

The lack of vaccines only exacerbates the crises as cases surge and new variants

develop.

Vaccine Nationalism

Rich countries only hold 14% of the world’s population but hold 53% of the

eight most promising vaccines, all of the Moderna vaccine doses to be produced and
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96% of the Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine doses. The country with the biggest per capita

supply of the eight vaccines analyzed is Canada, who has reserved enough for five

complete immunizations of the Canadian population. The United States is second

having ordered enough for four vaccinations per person. The UK has prepared

enough for three vaccinations per head.

COVAX

The pillar under ACT which focuses on providing equitable access to

COVID-10 vaccines. They have secured around 700 million doses, but this is only

enough to immunize just 10% of the population in the 67 countries with the lowest

incomes. Wealthier countries had already signed deals with manufacturers for

prospective vaccines mid 2020 while they were still in development, this priority

making it difficult for the COVAX scheme to secure doses. As of August 6, 2021,

COVAX has shipped over 188 COVID-19 vaccines to 138 participants. Countries that

cannot purchase vaccines themselves rely on this program, but vaccination rates

remain low compared with the rest of the world.

Nearly more than 12 million doses arrived through COVAX in July 2021, and

the Africa Centres for Disease Control (CDC) says the continent has now received

slightly more than 103 million COVID-19 vaccine doses. However, only about 24

million people or 1.7% of Africa’s population have been fully vaccinated. The vaccine

shortage is largely due to the halt of vaccine exports in India as a response to the

country’s domestic emergency. Despite this, COVAX aims to deliver 520 million

doses to Africa by the end of 2021.

Bilateral Donations

The WHO has urged wealthy countries to start donating vaccines as there is

not enough evidence to show that a third dose of the COVID-19 vaccine are needed.

Some countries have also been getting bilateral donations from the US, UK, France,

Denmark, China, Russia, India and the UAE. Russia and China are using these

donations to build warm relations with low- and middle-income countries devastated

by the vaccine gold rush. China reports that it has offered vaccine assistance to 53

developing countries while by 25 February, the Russian Sputnik V vaccine had been

registered in 37 countries. In contrast, Western companies such as Pfzier/BioNTech,
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Moderna, AstraZeneca/Oxford and Johnson & Johnson are focusing on the select

group of high income countries in North America, Europe and the Middle East with a

select few of upper-middle income African or Latin American nations. Recently, the

US also pledged to share excess doses with low-income countries through the

COVAX program. Yet, vaccines alone are not enough as the international community

is not devoting the necessary resources to support vaccine delivery in low-income

countries. As such, despite the export of vaccine supplies, countries remain slow in

distributing the doses.

Vaccine Storage

While wealthier countries and organizations have been striving to export as

many vaccines as possible to LEDCs, there has been less of a focus on the delivery

of doses to their citizens causing the slow rate of vaccination. Furthermore, there is

an issue for the storage of vaccines as some require much lower temperatures than

others to keep in useful condition. Below is a table detailing the different types of

vaccines and their attributes.

Figure 1 - How some of the Covid-19 vaccines compare (BBC News, 2021)

Vaccine Hesitancy

Despite the overwhelming consensus that vaccines are generally safe and

effective, vaccine hesitancy is a delay in acceptance of refusal of vaccines. The

WHO considers vaccine hesitancy as one of the top ten global health threats. This
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hesitancy is primarily attributed to the personal distrust of the vaccine or healthcare

provider, complacency as the person does not see the value of the vaccine, and/or

convenience to obtain the vaccine. The situation has escalated as far as protestors

taking to the streets to demonstrate against taking vaccinations and lockdown

measures that many governments implement to protect the public’s health.

Timeline of Events

The following timeline briefly outlines key events regarding the distribution of

COVID-19 vaccines from Jan 6 to Aug 4 (Note this timeline does not cover every

event that led to this issue):

Date Description of Event

Jan 6 Russia announces supply deal with Serbia for 2 million doses of the

Sputnik V vaccine

Jan 8 Forty-two countries are rolling out COVID019 vaccine campaigns,

including 36 high-income countries and six middle-income

Jan 22 COVAX signs an agreement with Pfizer/BioNTech for 40 million doses of

their COVID-19 vaccine

Feb 3 Fewer countries will receive the Pfzier-BioNTech vaccine because of the

ultracold storage requirements and smaller supply

Feb 5 The number of people vaccinated global surpasses the number of reported

infections of COVID-19 (but more than three-quarters of those vaccinated

live in only 10 countries)

Feb 24 More than half of African nations are expected to roll out COVID-19

vaccine campaigns in the coming weeks

March 5 The COVAX facility has now delivered more than 20 million doses of

COVID-19 vaccines to 20 countries.

March 22 WHO director announces “ the gap between the number of vaccines

administered in rich countries and the number of vaccine administered

through COVAX is growing every single day and becoming more grotesque

every day.

March 26 There are 36 countries still waiting for initial vaccine doses from the

COVAX Facility
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April 15 On average, 1 in 4 people have received a COVID-19 vaccine in high

income countries, while just 1 in 500 of all doses given globally have been

administered in low-income countries.

May 10 The coronavirus variant originally detected in India is considered a “variant

of concern”

May 17 The COVAX Facility has delivered about 65 million COVID-19 vaccine

doses, but that number should have been at least about 170 million

May 27 COVAX partners publish a joint statement calling for funding, and for

countries with “the largest supplies” of vaccine doses to share them now to

COVAX

June 13 G7 leaders commit to share at least 870 million COVID-19 vaccine doses

“over the next year”, bringing G7 commitments to a total of 1 billion doses

July 30 WHO says fewer than 5% of COVID-19 vaccine doses pre-purchased for

low-income countries have been delivered

Aug 4 WHO calls for a moratorium on booster shots of COVID-19 vaccines so

that countries worldwide can catch up with efforts to immunize their most

vulnerable populations without further straining the supply of doses

globally.

UN Involvement, Relevant Resolutions, Treaties and Events

The UN and its branches like the WHO have made countless calls reaffirming the

importance of prioritizing a global approach to the pandemic rather than focusing on

vaccine nationalism. While countries and organizations alike have become

orientated in ensuring vaccine supplies reach low-income countries, there is a lack of

discussion on the process of delivery to the citizens. As such, the vaccination

process remains sluggish as concerns of vaccine hesitancy accumulate.

● Security Council calls for increased global cooperation to facilitate COVID-19
vaccine access in Conflict Areas: Resolution 2565 (2021)

● Human Rights Council adopts resolution for equitable, affordable access to
COVID-19 vaccines: (2021)

● Economic and Social Committee Special Meeting on “A Vaccine for All”: 7039
(2021)
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