EDITORIAL

Vaccination during the
COVID-19 pandemic

Margie Danchin

VACCINATION has never been more
important. Australia has an enviable
National Immunisation Program, the
Australian Immunisation Register
capturing immunisations across the
lifespan, and a skilled and dedicated
immunisation workforce. However, the
COVID-19 pandemic has affected all
aspects of our lives, including routine
immunisation coverage. Decreases in
immunisation coverage have been reported
in the UK! because of the enforced public
health restrictions, but Australian data are
not yet showing a decline.2 However, it has
been reported that one in five children has
had a routine vaccine delayed.?

Globally, undervaccination is a pressing
problem. Outbreaks of vaccine-preventable
diseases have been increasing, with a
300% global increase in measles cases
alone in 2019.* With disruption to routine
immunisation services from the COVID-19
pandemic, there are now more than
80 million children aged <1 year at risk
from diseases such as measles, diphtheria
and polio.® In the face of rising vaccine
misinformation and antivaccination
activity, as well as disruption to routine
vaccination services, we still need strategies
to increase and maintain vaccination
uptake in Australia and globally.

COVID-19 vaccines are being heralded
as the solution to control the pandemic
and resume our previous way of life. This
issue of Australian Journal of General
Practice (AJGP) highlights the key role of
general practitioners (GPs) and nurses
in primary care being at the forefront of
vaccine delivery and acceptance.® The
expedited vaccine development process
for COVID-19 vaccines and anticipated
key vaccine target groups is discussed. Low
intention by adults to refuse COVID-19
vaccines has been reported in Australia
(7.6%),” but we expect that population
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attitudes towards the COVID-19 vaccines
will fluctuate with perception of disease
severity and the waves of the pandemic,
necessitating regular tracking of vaccine
confidence among different population
groups. Effective risk communication by
GPs and immunisation nurses in general
practice, along with strong endorsement

from government, will be crucial to achieve

sustained vaccine confidence and uptake.

This issue of AJGP focuses on key
immunisation issues for GPs in Australia,
including maternal vaccination,®
immunisation and allergy in children
and adults,’ safe revaccination following
vaccine-proximate seizures in children'®
and the role of Bacillus Calmette-Guérin
(BCG) vaccination.* The protection
of pregnant women and young infants
through maternal vaccination for influenza
and pertussis and the expanding role
of maternal vaccination, with new
vaccines in the pipeline, are discussed.
Adverse events following immunisation
are commonly seen in general practice,
often with concerns about vaccine allergy
in adults and children. The authors
provide a guideline to identify potential
hypersensitivity reactions to ensure
accurate reporting and manage future
immunisations. In light of the increasing
interest in BCG vaccination for both
established and novel indications, BCG
vaccination in the Australian context is
reviewed and some of the exploratory
off-target effects of BCG, including
potential protection against COVID-19,
are discussed.

Australia is a leader in vaccine
research, development and service
delivery; however, with the advent of the
COVID-19 pandemic, it is imperative that
we respond quickly to ensure catch-up
and maintenance of routine vaccination.
We also need to prepare the public for
the advent of the COVID-19 vaccines in
the pipeline to optimise the health and
wellbeing of Australians for the future.
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