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The sig ni�  cantly more trans mis si ble Delta vari ant means even higher num bers will have
to be fully vac ci nated to achieve any sort of herd im mu nity.

Herd im mu nity is a term that has been bandied around since the be gin ning of the coro n -
avirus pan demic. It oc curs when a large pro por tion of a pop u la tion be comes pro tected
against or im mune to in fec tion, sig ni�  cantly re duc ing the spread of that in fec tion even in
the un pro tected group.
It can be achieved through the fol low ing:
Nat u ral in fec tion: when enough of a pop u la tion has caught the in fec tion and built up nat u -
rally ac quired an ti bod ies to the disease that pro tect against in fec tion in the fu ture
Vac cines: when enough peo ple in a pop u la tion have been vac ci nated against a disease, al -
low ing them to build up pro tec tive an ti bod ies, with out the need for in fec tion, that are ef -
fec tive in pro tect ing against se ri ous in fec tion in the fu ture
When it comes to COVID-19, we know that try ing to aim for herd im mu nity through nat u -
ral in fec tion can have dev as tat ing con se quences. We have seen how the virus can rip
through coun tries, lead ing to more than 4.3 mil lion deaths world wide to date. Not only
this, it can cause se ri ous ill ness in the acute phase, and im pact lives and liveli hoods with
the e� ects of long COVID. We also do not know how e� ec tive an ti bod ies ac quired through
nat u ral in fec tion are, or how long they last, and there are many cases of peo ple catch ing
the coro n avirus more than once.
Vac cines, on the other hand, have suc cess fully con trolled con ta gious dis eases such as
smallpox, po lio, diph the ria, per tus sis, rubella and many oth ers with out the need for peo -
ple to get sick. Whereas it is not un com mon for those vac ci nated against COVID to ex pe ri -
ence mild, short-term side e� ects af ter get ting their shot, un vac ci nated peo ple are far
more likely to de velop se vere ill ness if they catch the virus.
We know that vac cines o� er bet ter pro tec tion than nat u ral in fec tion, with an ti bod ies last -
ing longer and be ing more e� ec tive against se ri ous ill ness. The World Health Or ga ni za tion
(WHO) sup ports achiev ing herd im mu nity through vac ci na tion, not by al low ing a disease
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to spread through any seg ment of the pop u la tion, as this would re sult in un nec es sary cases
and deaths.
It is also worth not ing that the route taken to wards “herd im mu nity” through vac ci na tion
is im por tant; it is vi tal that the most at-risk groups in a pop u la tion are vac ci nated �rst as
these peo ple stand to lose a lot should they get in fected. In the case of COVID, this means
vac ci nat ing the el derly and those with un der ly ing health con di tions �rst - o� er ing them a
level of pro tec tion while herd im mu nity is be ing achieved.
Although it makes sense to try to achieve herd im mu nity through vac ci na tion pro -
grammes, there are chal lenges. First, just like nat u rally ac quired an ti bod ies, we are un sure
how long pro tec tion from vac cine-in duced an ti bod ies will last, and more re search is
needed to as cer tain whether the vac cines help reduce trans mis sion of the virus.
Then, there is the mat ter of vac cine hes i tancy and the spread of mis in for ma tion, which is
pre vent ing large num bers of peo ple from tak ing up the vac cine.
But, the big gest chal lenge is the un even dis tri bu tion of vac cines across the world. As the
most a� u ent coun tries rolling out e� ec tive vac ci na tion pro grammes for their own pop u -
la tions, this leaves many poorer na tions with out vac cines and open to huge waves of in fec -
tions; per fect breed ing grounds for new vari ants to arise that could be re sis tant to the ef -
fects of the orig i nal vac cines.
The very idea of ‘herd im mu nity’ it self is a false con cept when it comes to COVID. We have
seen how an ti bod ies nat u rally ac quired through in fec tion do not make you ‘im mune’ to
the virus and many peo ple have re ported get ting sec ond in fec tions … For COVID, pro tec -
tion rather than im mu nity is a more re al is tic con cept.
The ex act per cent age of a pop u la tion that needs to be vac ci nated against COVID to achieve
herd im mu nity is a point of sci en ti�c de bate. Gen er ally speak ing, the more in fec tious an
ill ness is, the higher the per cent age that needs to be vac ci nated in or der to achieve herd
im mu nity. For ex am ple, herd im mu nity against measles re quires about 95 per cent of a
pop u la tion to be vac ci nated this is be cause measles is a very in fec tious disease. The re -
main ing 5 per cent will be pro tected by the fact that measles will not spread among those
who are vac ci nated. For po lio, the thresh old is about 80 per cent as it is less in fec tious.
The pro por tion of the pop u la tion that must be vac ci nated against COVID to be gin in duc ing
herd im mu nity is not known. This is an im por tant area of re search and will likely vary ac -
cord ing to the com mu nity, the vac cine, the pop u la tions pri ori tised for vac ci na tion, and
other fac tors. But the coro n avirus that causes COVID-19 is in cred i bly in fec tious, with the
main route of spread be ing air borne par ti cles that linger in the air for hours and can be
breathed in.
Of course, the Delta vari ant be ing up to 60 per cent more trans mis si ble has al tered the tra -
jec tory of the pan demic, mean ing even higher num bers than orig i nally thought will have
to be fully vac ci nated to achieve any sort of herd im mu nity. Some sci en tists put the per -
cent age of peo ple need ing to be vac ci nated against Delta at 88 per cent or above to achieve
herd im mu nity, some thing that may not be pos si ble given the chal lenges out lined ear lier
and the fact that the vac cines are less e� ec tive against the Delta vari ant than they are
against the orig i nal vari ant and the Alpha vari ant.
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The very idea of “herd im mu nity” it self is a false con cept when it comes to COVID. We have
seen how an ti bod ies nat u rally ac quired through in fec tion do not make you “im mune” to
the virus and many peo ple have re ported get ting sec ond in fec tions. The same is true for
the vac cines; their aim is not make those vac ci nated “im mune” to the virus but to pro tect
them against be com ing se ri ously ill should they con tract the virus. This is di� er ent to pre -
vi ous vac ci na tion pro grammes, such as for measles and smallpox, where vac cines did con -
fer im mu nity to the disease.
For COVID, pro tec tion rather than im mu nity is a more re al is tic con cept.
The key is to get as much of the global pop u la tion vac ci nated as quickly as pos si ble, in -
clud ing younger age groups like 12- to 15-year-olds. It makes sense that those vac ci nated
will man age to �ght o� the virus, due to their vac cine-in duced an ti bod ies, be fore it has a
chance to di vide and mul ti ply in side them to num bers that al low it to spread to oth ers.
It may be that, like the �u virus, we do not aim for herd im mu nity but rather max i mum
pop u la tion pro tec tion through vac cines. To be frank, pro tect ing peo ple from se ri ous ill -
ness and pre vent ing health care sys tems from be ing over whelmed may have to be enough.
Progress Re port: WHO calls for coun tries to de lay COVID boost ers
Coun tries such as the UK, Ger many and Is rael have made it clear that they in tend to be gin
giv ing a third booster COVID shot to vul ner a ble groups to help bol ster their pro tec tive an -
ti bod ies. Is rael has al ready be gun its booster pro gramme and the UK will do so in Septem -
ber ahead of the win ter pe riod. How ever, there is grow ing con cern that these booster vac -
cines will come at the ex pense of poorer na tions, who are strug gling to get enough vac -
cines to be able to vac ci nate sig ni�  cant num bers of their pop u la tions. Some parts of Africa,
for ex am ple, have only man aged to vac ci nate 2 per cent of their pop u la tion.
The WHO has ex pressed con cerns over booster shots, and re leased a state ment ask ing
richer coun tries to pause them un til the end of Septem ber at the ear li est, in or der to en able
at least 10 per cent of the pop u la tion of ev ery coun try to be vac ci nated. In its state ment, it
went on to say: “To make that hap pen, we need ev ery one’s co op er a tion, es pe cially the
hand ful of coun tries and com pa nies that con trol the global sup ply of vac cines.”
It called on “ev ery one with in �u ence - Olympic ath letes, in vestors, busi ness lead ers, faith
lead ers, and ev ery in di vid ual in their own fam ily and com mu nity - to sup port our call for a
mora to rium on booster shots”.
This comes on the back of the US Cen ters for Disease Con trol (CDC) say ing it does not feel
fully vac ci nated Amer i cans need booster shots, though it will con tinue to ex am ine the ev i -
dence around this as it emerges. Eu rope’s health reg u la tion agency, the EMA, mean while,
has said it is too early to know if booster shots are needed be cause there is not yet enough
data from vac ci na tion cam paigns and on go ing stud ies to un der stand how long pro tec tion
from the vac cines will last.
The pan demic and race to vac ci nate have high lighted the huge health in equal i ties that al -
ready ex isted across the globe. But what those coun tries rac ing to wards booster shots at
the ex pense of poorer na tions must not for get is that they may well be paving the way to
fur ther vari ants. As large swathes of the globe re main un vac ci nated, it cre ates pools of
peo ple for the virus to in fect. When the virus in fects more peo ple, it has more of an op por -
tu nity to di vide and spread fur ther. The more it di vides and repli cates, the more chance of
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a mu ta tion oc cur ring that makes it re sis tant to the im mune re sponse trig gered by the cur -
rent vac cines.
If that hap pens and this new mu tated vari ant �nds its way back to the richer coun tries, it
will undo all their good vac cine work. This means a cy cle of need ing more boost ers against
emerg ing vari ants.
It does in deed make more sense to pri ori tise the un vac ci nated, but for that we need
wealth ier gov ern ments to ex er cise com pas sion for those who live in other coun tries,
some thing that has of ten proven di�  cult for those in power to do.
Al jazeera fea tures


