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VACCINATION is the key to getting to the 
other side of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
and Australia’s general practitioners (GPs) 
have played – and continue to play – a very 
significant role. As Australia becomes 
one of the most highly vaccinated nations 
against SARS-CoV-2 infection,1 GPs and 
the members of their teams should be 
feeling proud of their contributions to 
protecting the health and wellbeing of all 
people in this country. 

Australia’s national COVID-19 
vaccine rollout was led by the Australian 
Government’s Operation COVID Shield, 
in partnership with each state and territory. 
Right from the outset, it was recognised 
that general practice would be central to 
the nation’s vaccine program,2 which was 
no surprise given the core role Australian 
general practice plays in the National 
Immunisation Program (NIP) including 
childhood immunisations, immunisations 
for work and travel, and annual influenza 
immunisations for the whole population. 

Australia’s GPs had already 
demonstrated their dedication and 
commitment throughout the first year 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, protecting 
the people most at-risk of the impact of 
COVID-19 infection, including the elderly 
and those with chronic health conditions; 
assessing and testing people with 
symptoms; managing people diagnosed 
with COVID-19; continuing regular 
healthcare for the entire population 
through the use of telehealth and 
in-person consultations; and supporting 
the mental health needs of their patients 
at a time of great disruption and distress.3

On 24 January 2021, the Australian 
Government announced the key role 
planned for the nation’s GPs in the 

COVID-19 vaccine rollout and called for 
expressions of interest from accredited 
general practices.2 The Royal Australian 
College of General Practitioners, 
along with other national stakeholder 
organisations, had advocated strongly 
for a core role for general practice in 
the national vaccine rollout.4 While 
initially there were expectations that 
approximately 1000 general practices 
would express an interest, in the end 
over 4500 general practices submitted 
expressions of interest in the first round. 

The rollout of COVID-19 vaccines 
in general practice commenced on 
22 March 2021 with the AstraZeneca 
(Vaxzevria) COVID-19 vaccine.5 On 
5 July 2021, general practices across the 
country also commenced delivering the 
Pfizer BioNTech (Comirnaty) vaccine.6 
Eventually, after expanding eligibility 
to all general practices participating in 
the NIP, over 5600 general practices, in 
rural, regional and metropolitan locations 
right across the country, have been 
participating in the national vaccination 
program, joining 137 of the GP-led 
Commonwealth Vaccination Clinics, 
169 Aboriginal Community Controlled 
Health Organisation sites, and over 3400 
pharmacies, as well as vaccination centres 
established by each state and territory 
government. 

Through the vaccine rollout, general 
practices have administered upwards of 
100,000 vaccine doses every weekday, 
with record days of over 200,000, and 
some weeks administering more than one 
million vaccines in total. The majority 
of COVID-19 vaccines administered in 
Australia to date have been administered 
through primary care settings, more than 
20 million doses at the time of writing,7 
with general practice delivering more than 
80% of these doses.

The success of the nation’s COVID-19 
vaccine program reflects the trust the 
people of Australia have in their general 
practices and their GPs. The pandemic has 
highlighted the fundamental importance 
of relationship-based healthcare and the 
value Australians place on having their 
own GP, their own primary care nurse and 
their own general practice. Many hesitant 
members of the population have valued 
the opportunity to consult with their own 
GP as part of their decision making about 
vaccination. This has been a key driver of 
the uptake of the AstraZeneca vaccine, 
primarily through GPs, despite changing 
medical advice and concerns regarding the 
rare adverse events.

As 2021 draws to a close, the role 
of Australian general practice in the 
national COVID-19 vaccine program 
continues, with members of the population 
continuing to turn up for their initial two 
doses of a COVID-19 vaccine, and with 
booster programs now underway for those 
who completed their course of vaccination 
more than six months prior.8

During this time of global health 
emergency, our nation’s GPs have stepped 
up to support their patients and their 
communities when it most counts, to face 
the challenges of this pandemic together.
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