
The Race for a Covid-19 Vaccine

Covid-19 Vaccine Landscape

Globally, the research for a vaccine for the novel coronavirus (or Covid-19) started immediately after the virus surfaced in 
Wuhan, China. Normally, it takes considerable time and resources to produce and fully develop a vaccine for treatment. 
However, in the case of Covid-19, researchers worldwide have worked around the clock to develop a vaccine in record time. 

2021.

Vaccine development has different phases before it is approved for mass manufacturing. At the moment, there are more 
than 150 vaccines in the pre-clinical phase, which means they are being explored in lab ex-periments. Twenty (20) different 
vaccines are in Phase I, where they are being tested on healthy young individuals for safety tests. There are eleven (11) 
vaccines in Phase II, which are being tested on a broad-er and more diverse group of people. And there are only eleven (11) 
vaccines in Phase III. These will be available for general use once they are approved and licensed.

These eleven vaccines in Phase III are seen as the solution to deal with the spread of the SARS-CoV-2. Below are details on 
each of these eleven leading candidates:

• Vaccines for Covid-19 are already being administered 
in some countries, and will be widely available in many 

• Given the limited supply, swift decision-making is needed 
to take an action on procurement and distribution of the 
vaccine in Pakistan. 

• Policymakers must consider establishing a parliamentary 
level committee that considers all aspects pertaining 
to vaccine procurement and distribution, in addition 
to tackling mis-information and ensuring an effective 
tech-based monitoring mechanism for all aspects of 

vaccination. The special committee should focus on 
coordination among the provinces and centre.

• 
Pakistan needs a policy around the issue of vaccine and 
biotechnology and appropriate incentive mechanisms to 
encourage local pro-duction over the long term.
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Global Developments

1. Bahrain has also 

high-risk groups2.  U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) 

vaccine over the next year — around 1.3 billion doses. About 
1.1 billion doses, more than 80% of the supply, are booked 
through advanced purchase agreement by the United States, 
the United Kingdom, the EU, Canada and Japan3.  FDA has 

in the USA. 

globally. CanSinoBio’s vaccine is approved by the Chinese 
Military for 1 year as a “specially needed drug”. SinoVac has 
also received emergency approval by the Chinese government 
for limited use4. The vaccine by Wuhan Institute has received 
emergen-cy approval in the UAE for frontline health workers5. 

However, it was seen to be pre-mature as before it went 

the Russian government. Nonetheless, the vaccine right now 
is going through the third phase with trials happening in Latin American and Middle East. The vaccine is said to be available 
for supply starting next month6 7. 

Indian government is planning to release the vaccine by January next year; the Covishield vaccine made by Serum Institute 
of India, which has partnered with British pharmaceutical company AstraZeneca; and Covaxin, being developed by Bharat 
Biotech in collaboration with the Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR) have already applied for authorisation. 
The development of vaccine locally signals that the Indian government does not want to rely only on other countries or 

8. Bharat Biotech is the 
biggest vaccine manufacturer in the world by volume, and they plan to make their vaccine available for a cost “less than a 
water bottle”.

WHO, CEPI, and Gavi: The Vaccine Alliance, came up with a joint initiative called COVAX. The purpose of this coalition is to 
9.”  The 

alliance works with both governments and manufacturers to make sure that vaccines are available to both high-income 
and low-income countries10. The US has not contributed to the initiative, but has signed bilateral deals with various vaccine 
makers, including non-US pharmaceutical companies, which is an indication of Trump’s America First policy, but this might 
change under Joe Biden. 
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National Developments
Pakistan is currently experiencing the second wave of the Covid-19 pandemic, which makes it even more critical to procure 
a vaccine as soon as possible. The federal government has allocated $150 million to procure a vaccine. The plan is to cover 

vaccine to procure11.  

Under the COVAX initiative, Pakistan, like other countries, is committed vaccination for 20% of the population12. Pakistan 
13. Through 

COVAX, Pakistan is expected to receive the vaccine for 45 million Paki-stanis for free, and it also has a provision to 
purchase more later14. 

15. A distribution 
strategy, is also under development by the government. The government has also paved the way for distribution and 
coordination of the vaccine by providing tax exemption for 61 items used in Covid-19 vaccine preparation16.  Chinese 
vaccine manufactured by CanSinoBio is currently going through phase 3 trial in Pakistan, which is being led by the National 
Institute of Health along with AJM Pharma.

Implications for Pakistan
Globally, the biggest challenge will be avoiding “vaccine nationalism”, where countries stock up huge piles of vaccine 
supply, and vaccine distribution depends on a country’s purchasing power. In the past, this has happened when a vaccine 
for H1N1 became available; as wealthier countries bought up the supplies, it left poorer nations at the back of the line. An 
assessment shows that the US, EU, UK and Canada have pur-chased or ordered enough doses that will cover 8, 4, 7, and 
11 doses per person, respectively17.  

The government has allocated around $150 million for procurement of vaccine. This is a good initiative but given a lot of 
countries have directed their funds towards pre-orders, the Pakistani government needs to follow suit as well. Pakistan 
does not have the capability and capacity to produce vaccines itself; this is due to a lack of policy and vision, and an area 
that has not received much focus18. 

Through the COVAX initiative, Pakistan is expected to receive vaccines for 20% of the population but relying on only that as 

million people) to be immune either through vaccination or prior infec-tion. The availability of vaccine under the COVAX 
initiative is also subject to funding availability at their end. 

Pakistan, as more than 80% of their supply is already booked for by the developed countries, and the challenge, for low to 
middle-income countries like Pakistan is that they will not be able to get it before the end of next year. At the same time, 
their vaccine is considerably expensive compared with other candi-date vaccines. Another challenge with mRNA-based 
vaccines is cold chain storage, which will be costly for Pakistan to establish since the current system cannot cater to the 

19.  

Even though the supply is short, and Pakistan will have to make do with its limited resources, a major advantage Pakistan 
has is its close partnership and cordial relations with China. To further its “vaccine diplomacy”, China has decided to 

Indonesia, Bangladesh, Pakistan and Morocco. Beijing recently joined the COVAX initiative as well, in hopes that it will be 
20.  Pakistan can take advantage 

of its diplomatic relationship with Beijing to procure vaccine. 

For instance, even in a developed country like the United States, only 56% of people are willing to receive a Covid-19 
vaccine21.  In Pakistan also, this is a big challenge since in the past with Polio and other vaccines, the public has displayed 
mistrust and is a reason why Pakistan has not been able to eliminate polio. There are already conspiracy theories and 
false narrative around the vaccine.  In this regard, con-sistent public messaging is very important. Experts have suggested 
that there is a need for political unity and national coordination and consensus when it comes to dealing with the Covid-19 
pandemic, and a parliamentary committee that has a mandate to ensure unity and inter-provincial coordination on a 
Covid-19 vaccine can be a step in the right direction. 
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More importantly, the government must continue mitigating the transmission of the virus, which can be only done through 

seen as a mid to long-term solution, and the policymakers must steer clear of creating a narrative that the virus is defeated 
before the vaccine even arrives.

Covid-19 pandemic had a major impact on international travel and mobility, which has not just impacted the tourism 
sector but also businesses. It has become mandatory for travelers to get a Covid-19 RT-PCR test before international 

to carry a “vaccine passport” with them, which will ensure that they have been vaccinated and hence they can travel freely. 
As we look towards post-Covid-19 economic recovery, ensuring vaccination will become important.
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Recommendations

special committee should focus on coordination among the provinces and centre while working in coordination 

Through consultations with scientists, doctors, and experts, the government should make use of the allocated 
money to place advance orders of the vaccine from the above mentioned candidates. Delay on this will further 
push Pakistan down on the list of the producers as more and more coun-tries are placing advance orders. 

Pakistan lacks a policy around the issue of vaccine and biotechnology. Policymakers should con-sult with 

of a growing Pakistani population.

4
The government should very carefully focus on trust-building mechanisms which can increase pub-lic trust 
and acceptance towards the forthcoming vaccine. Such a behaviour-change strategy is necessary, given 
the country’s experience with vaccination and current false narratives regarding Covid-19 itself. Awareness 
campaigns which focus on debunking conspiracies and also build on the experience with the polio campaign 
must be broadcasted across multiple channels to enhance acceptance. Coherence in public messaging by 
the government is extremely essential.
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This material has been developed by Tabadlab in partnership with DRI. It has been funded by UK aid from the
UK government; however, the views expressed do not necessarily reflect the UK government’s official policies.
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