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Addressing sequencing gaps



Feb.

2020

Timeline of events - WHO stakeholders

Dec. Mar. Apr.

Coordination
Research & Development
Surveillance
Strategic Advisory Group of 
Experts on Immunization (SAGE)

12 Jan. 2021

COVID-19 new 

variants: Knowledge 

gaps and research

7 Dec. 2020

Report of the WHO 

AG on human 

challenge studies

15 Jan. 2021

COVID-19 vaccines: Knowledge 

gaps and research priorities -

WHO ad hoc consultation

19 Mar. 2021

Global workshop on enhancing 

sequencing to monitor SARS-

CoV-2 evolution

11 Feb. 2021

Methodological approaches 

to assess variants effect on 

vaccine efficacy, 

effectiveness and impact

29 Mar. 2021

Global Consultation on a Decision 

Framework for Assessing the Impact 

of SARS-CoV-2 Variants of Concern 

on Public Health Interventions

22-25 Mar. 2021

Meeting of 

SAGE 

18 Apr. 2021

Critical Sex and Gender 

Considerations for Equitable 

Research, Development and 

Delivery of COVID-19 Vaccines

SAGE product specific 
recommendations

May

7 May 2021

Sinopharm

COVID-19 

vaccine BIBP

17 Mar. 2021

Jansssen

COVID-19 

vaccine

21 Apr. 2021

Astra Zeneca –

Oxford University 

COVID-19

vaccine

8 Jan. 2021

Pfizer –

BioNTech

COVID-19 

vaccine

2021
Jan.

25 Jan. 2021

Moderna

COVID-19 

vaccine

22 & 29Jan. 2021

STAG-IH 

recommendations 

on variants B.1.1. 7 

and B.1.351 

Strategic and Technical Advisory 
Group for Infectious Hazards 
(STAG-IH)

13-14 May 2021

COVID-19 Global 

Research and 

Innovation Forum

https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/covid-19-new-variants-knowledge-gaps-and-research
https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/methodological-approaches-to-assess-variants-effect-on-vaccine-efficacy-effectiveness-and-impact
https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/covid-19-vaccines-knowledge-gaps-and-research-priorities---who-ad-hoc-consultation
https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/report-of-the-who-ag-on-human-challenge-studies
https://www.who.int/news-room/events/detail/2021/03/22/default-calendar/sage_meeting_march_2021
https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/critical-sex-and-gender-considerations-for-equitable-research-development-and-delivery-of-covid-19-vaccines


Jul./Aug

2021

Timeline of events - WHO stakeholders

May Sep.

Coordination
Research & Development
Surveillance
Strategic Advisory Group of 
Experts on Immunization (SAGE)

26 May 2021

Meeting on correlates of 

protection” COVID-19

26 May 2021

Landscaping of post-introduction 

COVID-19 vaccine effectiveness 

evaluations: Gaps in evidence to

address policy questions

10 June 2021

Global Consultation on SARS-CoV-2 

Variants of Concern and their Impact 

on Public Health Interventions

SAGE product specific 
recommendations

Oct.June

Strategic and Technical Advisory 
Group for Infectious Hazards 
(STAG-IH)

24 May 2021

Sinovac-

CoronaVac

vaccine

Vaccines



VOC’s and vaccine: challenges

• COVID-19 vaccines available and in development offer acceptable level of
protection against current VOCs (preliminary results)

‒ Reserve in interpretation due to data gaps and quality and bias of observational studies

• Booster vaccinations: Are they needed? When? Which vaccine?

• Many potential new vaccines in the making – challenges with the assessment of 
performance (immuno-bridging discussion in the context of VOCs) 

• Global context: pandemic still ongoing - inequity of access for vaccine and care
➢Unilateral decision on modification/new vaccine will have repercussions on the global

supply and may increase inequity.



A global & coordinated approach for COVID-19 vaccine 
assessment 

• Studying the impact of VOCs in a post vaccination era is challenging
➢ Importance of global coordination of efforts  for assessing impact of variants on immunity
➢Need global framework for decision-making on modifying existing vaccines, new vaccines and/or 

boosters,  it includes many elements:  global expert group (TAG CO-VAC), standardized study protocols and 
assays, rapid data sharing, …

‒ Data needs
‒ need stronger epidemiological and genomic surveillance data, especially from LMICs, with information on breakthrough

infections

‒ Disaggregate data by level of transmission in countries, geographic prevalence of VOCs, population level of immunity, type
of vaccine platform, manufacturer, number of doses administered…

‒ Need better understanding of protective immunity at the individual and population levels in the context of
circulating variants

‒ Use of standard protocols for studies - e.g. Lack of individual strain characterization among the cases in VE
studies

‒ Repository for up-to-date global evidence on variants to inform decision-making



Recommendations 

• Policy recommendations should clarify the goal of vaccination (reduce 
severe disease or transmission) to measure impact of variants

• Global coordination for assessing impact of variants on interventions  
and deciding on vaccine “composition” and use 
➢Unilateral decision may impact the global supply and increase inequity

• Need to be pragmatic – balance between broad antigenic protection 
against VOCs and unmet vaccination needs on the ground



Summary

• SARS-CoV-2 will continue to evolve and variants to emerge, ongoing monitoring is critical

• As it is a new disease, many assessment processes need to be created (e.g. TAG CO-VAC)  

• Current challenges for policy making

➢Obvious data gaps, need for more specific data on variants and rapid sharing of information

➢Study design issues

➢Global context : pandemic situation, inequity in access

• Delta VOC is more transmissible, but 

➢Public health strategies (clinical management, IPC, PHSM) still effective to keep VOC 
spread under control

➢Current vaccines still effective at protecting against severe disease and hospitalization 



Monitoring 
& 

surveillance

Evidence & 
assessment

Policy

Overarching aim: an integrated approach to monitor & assess 
SARS-CoV-2 variants

Variant surveillance
guidance

TAG-VE TAG-CO-VAC SAGE
CASDE 

Variant evaluation

Data needs Methodologies Roles & Responsibilities



Technical Advisory Group on COVID-19 Vaccine 
Composition (TAG-CO-VAC)

Main functions

Provide advice and guidance for:

• Recommendations on the methods to assess the impact of VOCs on 

vaccines

• Interpretation of available evidence on the effect of VOCs on vaccines

• Recommendations, for each COVID-19 vaccine platform, adaptations (if any) 

needed

“There should be a regularly updated consensus document from 

the WHO that details the mutations to be included in the next 

generation of vaccines and guidelines on how to use them“
Gupta, Nature Reviews Immunology, Apr. 2021

Evidence  
& 

assessment

Composition

➢ 15-20 core members

➢ Observers

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41577-021-00556-5
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