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ear  Editor,

Coronavirus  disease  (COVID-19)  has  been  a  significant
tressor  of  all  time  wreaking  havoc  across  the  planet  since
ecember  2019,  when  it  was  first  identified  in  China  [1,2].
he  epidemic  commenced  in  Afghanistan  when  the  first  case
as  registered  in  Herat,  on  24th  February  2020,  followed  by
ases  in  a  variety  of  provinces,  prompting  the  government
o  take  steps  to  prevent  the  disease  from  spreading  any  fur-
her  [3].  The  majority  of  those  infected  were  only  slightly
ll  and  recovered  on  their  own  without  any  special  treat-
ent,  however,  people  above  the  age  of  65  and  those  with

omorbid  illnesses  were  the  ones  that  were  hit  hard.  Despite
ll  of  the  public  awareness  campaigns  to  educate  the  com-
unity,  despite  the  lockdowns,  and  other  monitoring  and
revention  strategies,  Afghanistan’s  healthcare  services  has
ot  been  adequately  reinforced  so  far  [3].

Afghanistan  has  long  been  a  hotbed  of  conflict,  and  it’s
illing  sprees  and  aggression  have  hampered  its  progress
n  any  direction.  After  the  virus  engulfed  the  region,
fghans  encountered  many  obstacles  in  their  fight  against
he  virus,  including  assaults  on  healthcare  workers,  shortage
f  medicine  supply,  a  high  incidence  of  illiteracy,  economic
ardships,  unemployment,  and  the  re-entry  of  refugees  from
ran,  Turkey,  and  Pakistan,  putting  a  huge  strain  on  the
overnment  in  provision  of  care  and  their  accommodations
4,5].

Afghanistan  has  seen  a  lot  of  tension  and  violence  over
he  years.  Even  during  the  COVID-19  pandemic  several
ombings  occurred  in  Afghanistan  complicating  COVID-19
ontainment  efforts.  According  to  a  2018  report,  more  than
0,000  civilians  were  wounded  or  killed  and  over  365,000
eople  were  displaced  from  their  homes  due  to  armed
iolence  [6].  In  2020,  in  the  southern  Afghan  province  of

elmand,  when  conflict  ensued  between  security  forces  and
aliban,  thousands  of  people  were  forced  to  flee  their  homes
nd  seek  shelter  in  other  regions  [7].  It  is  evident  that
OVID-19  mitigation  efforts  were  ceased  in  the  area  and  the

w
b
s

ealthcare  system  received  extra  pressure  due  to  physical
nd  mental  trauma.

So  far,  Afghanistan  authorities  have  accepted  that  vac-
ination  is  the  most  effective  preventive  measure  against
OVID-19  and  have  put  efforts  to  organize  nationwide  vac-
ination  despite  the  aforementioned  adversities.  Resources
rom  COVAX,  an  international  program  aiming  to  provide
eveloping  countries  with  access  to  the  COVID-19  vaccine,
ave  been  deployed  in  this  effort  [8]. In  this  regard,  India
rovided  the  COVISHIELD  vaccine  from  the  AstraZeneca
erum  Institute  to  Afghanistan  [9].  China  has  also  sent  at
east  700,000  doses  of  Sinopharm  vaccine  [10].  Moreover,  US
lso  pledged  to  send  at  least  3,000,000  doses  of  J&J  vaccine
o  Afghanistan  [11].

Apart  from  adequate  vaccine  doses  and  healthcare  infras-
ructure,  Afghanistan  should  make  use  of  the  experience
rom  previous  nationwide  vaccination  programs,  in  order  to
chieve  optimal  results.

Past  vaccine  campaigns  in  Afghanistan,  including  the
nti-polio  program  have  been  slowed  down  by  armed  con-
icts,  with  militants  occupying  large  swaths  of  the  land,
etting  impediments  for  sanitary  missions.  Because  of  these
actors,  Afghanistan  is  one  of  only  two  countries  in  the  world
here  polio  is  still  prevalent  [12]. Fair  vaccine  distribution  is

 critical  issue  that  the  country  is  facing  and  it  is  likely  that
t  could  happen  with  the  distribution  of  COVID-19  vaccine  as
ell.

Physical  geographical  barriers  in  Afghanistan  pose
dditional  obstacles  for  vaccination  programs.  Being  a
ountainous  country  with  scarce  healthcare  facilities  and

n  insufficient  level  of  security  makes  population  —  level
accination  harder.  In  the  past,  polio  vaccination  campaigns
n  particular  areas  with  a  high  level  of  insecurity  had  low  lev-
ls  of  success  [13].  The  same  obstacles  apply  to  COVID-19
accination  programs.

Vaccine  hesitancy  is  a  major  challenge  that  will  posit
dditional  strain  on  the  immunization  program.  Low  level
onfidence,  illiteracy,  religious  beliefs,  and  mistrust  of
he  government  have  fuelled  vaccine  —  scepticism  in
fghanistan  [14].  During  the  polio  vaccination  campaigns,
accine  hesitancy  has  led  numerous  individuals,  who  were
ble  to  access  vaccination  centres,  to  abstain.  In  the  next
ears,  polio  thrived  among  these  individuals.  When  it  comes
o  COVID-19  vaccine-hesitant  groups  can  be  involved  in
uper-spread  events  or  even  in  the  emergence  of  mutant
trains.
On  top  of  the  aforementioned,  nationwide  vaccination
ill  take  at  least  3  years  due  to  the  inadequate  num-
er  of  doses  allocated  to  Afghanistan  through  international
upport  programs  [15].  Serious  concerns  have  been  raised
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ith  regard  to  the  vaccination  gap  between  developed  and
eveloping  countries  at  this  end.  More  specifically,  high-
isk  populations  or  even  essential  workers  in  Afghanistan
ight  receive  a  COVID-19  vaccine  later  than  young  and

ealthy  individuals  in  developed  countries.  This  reflects  the
nsufficient  level  of  protection  of  healthcare  workers  and
ulnerable  population  groups  in  the  developing  world.  The
ack  of  vaccines  will  make  lockdowns  and  restrictions  in  busi-
ess  and  education  necessary  for  a  long  time,  putting  the
rojected  financial  and  social  development  of  the  country
n  peril.

Overall,  it  is  high  time  that  the  government  of
fghanistan  takes  necessary  steps  to  contain  and  curb
he  virus  by  promoting  vaccination  programs  all  over  the
ountry  and  encouraging  people  to  take  the  vaccine  with-
ut  hesitation.  Frontline  healthcare  workers  ought  to  be
laced  first  in  immunisation  programs.  Taking  into  account
he  negative  effect  of  armed  conflicts  on  vaccination,  it
s  crucial  to  put  COVID-19  vaccination  under  cease-fire
greements.  Moreover,  national  resources  and  international
upport  can  be  channelled  to  improving  transportation  ser-
ices  in  the  challenging  mountainous  terrain  of  Afghanistan.
urthermore,  adjusting  science  communication  to  the  cultu-
al  norms  of  Afghanistan  can  decrease  vaccine  hesitancy.
inally,  yet  importantly,  lessons  from  the  COVID-19  vaccina-
ion  campaign  can  be  used  to  improve  vaccination  programs
edicated  to  the  eradication  of  polio  and  other  diseases  in
he  country.
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