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The world is currently facing an unprecedented global pandemic caused by Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome Coronavirus 2
(SARS-CoV-2). Predicting the next source of the pandemic can be very challenging. As vaccination is the best way to prevent an
infectious disease, the development of an effective vaccine against SARS-CoV-2 can not only reduce the morbidity and mortality
associated with it, but can also lessen the economic impact. As the traditional method of vaccine development takes many years for a
vaccine to be available to the society, the vaccine development for SARS-CoV-2 should be speeded up using a pandemic
approach with fast-track approvals from the regulatory authorities. Various challenges associated with developing a vaccine during
the pandemic such as technological hurdles, clinical development pathways, regulatory issues, and support from global funding

agencies are expressed here.
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any cases of respiratory illness started

appearing in the month of December, 2019

in Hubei Province, China [1]. The

microorganism responsible for this illness
was subsequently discovered as coronavirus, and later
categorized as genetically related to coronavirus (SARS-
CoV) that was responsible for the severe acute
respiratory syndrome (SARS) which occurred in 2003.
This new virus was named as Severe Acute Respiratory
Syndrome Coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) and the disease
was designated as Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19)
by World Health Organization (WHO) [2,3].

Structural analyses have shown that this novel virus
uses host cell receptor known as Angiotensin-
Converting Enzyme-2 for its binding [4]. Transmission
dynamics confirmed that reproductive number (RO, which
signifies the number of people who can get infected from
one contagious person) of SARS-CoV-2 can be in the
range of 2-3, and thus has the potential to spread rapidly
[5]. Based on the clinical and epidemiological data from
the Chinese health authorities, clinical manifestations of
the disease by severity have shown that mild cases occur
in 81% of cases, severe disease is seen in 14% of cases
and critical disease has occurred in 5% of cases [6].
Considering the infectivity and the severity of COVID-19,
vaccines and therapeutics to tackle this deadly disease
are the greatest need of the hour.

CAN WE PREDICT THE NEXT PANDEMIC?

Global pandemic is a major public health concern. Modern
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means of travel and the volume of travel make it easier for
any virus to rapidly spread across the world. Pandemic is
a once-in-a-lifetime low-probability event but a high-cost
problem that should not be ignored. The next pandemic
was anticipated to be a more virulent form of influenza but
the world is currently in the midst of a novel coronavirus
pandemic.

Though Middle East Respiratory Syndrome (MERS)
and SARS were featured in the WHO’s list of critical
infectious diseases in 2018, it was not anticipated to
cause a global disease within a short span of time [7].
Such is the unpredictability of a global pandemic that the
world is currently facing.

THE NEED FOR A COVID-19 VACCINE

As the infectivity of the SARS-CoV-2 virus is very high
compared to other corona viruses reported so far, an
effective vaccine is the best way to contain the rapidly
escalating proliferation of this infection. Although the
mortality rate is lower compared to other similar viral
respiratory diseases such as Middle East Respiratory
Syndrome Coronavirus (MERS-CoV), the magnitude of
the infection caused by SARS-CoV-2 is severe and
higher, to a large extent, leading to increased number of
deaths worldwide.

SARS-CoV-2 infection has the potential to become a
seasonal disease like influenza and persist with humanity
in the future [8]. An effective vaccine can help in reducing
the rate of infection, and can significantly reduce the
morbidity and mortality of COVID-19. Vaccine can also
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decrease the probability of resurgence of the disease and
its future impact. The implementation of an effective
vaccination is the only way to moderate the economic
burden of this unprecedented pandemic.

SPEEDING-UP VACCINE DEVELOPMENT DURING
PANDEMIC

There is an urgent need to expedite the development of
COVID-19 vaccine. The vaccine industry was able to
develop HIN1 vaccine fairly rapidly because the
technology and regulations were already in place to
develop influenza vaccine. Global experiences with
influenza vaccines have outlined the urgency for investing
in modern technologies for faster vaccine development as
well as increasing the scale of production. Customizing
these technologies to various other viruses can speed up
vaccine development during a pandemic.

Organizations such as Coalition for Epidemic
Preparedness Innovation (CEPI), an innovative global
partnership between public and private organizations are
striving to quicken vaccine development for various
potential and critical diseases, as well as facilitate uniform
availability of these life-saving vaccines. CEPI aims to
develop vaccines for various pathogens till phase 2a
stage, which can be expedited to full-scale development
during future outbreaks [9].

CEPI and the World Bank organized a conference on
the three main imperatives for COVID-19 vaccine effort:
speed, manufacture and deployment at scale, and global
access, which has ultimately led to the formulation of
COVID-19 Vaccine Development Taskforce [ 10].

Multiple Technology Platforms Under Evaluation

The wide ranges of technologies that are being
developed for SARS-CoV-2 include nucleic acids, protein
subunit, replicating viral vector, non-replicating viral
vector, and inactivated virus approaches. Newer
approaches based on nucleic acids such as DNA or
mRNA can facilitate potentially rapid production, as they
do not need fermentation [9]. For some platforms,
adjuvants could improve the immune responses with
lower doses thus ensuring vaccination of larger
populations without any reduction in efficacy [11].
Currently, several platforms are being developed and the
list of SARS-CoV-2 vaccine candidates in development is
given in Web Table 1.

CHALLENGES IN
DEVELOPMENT

COVID-19  VACCINE

The development of a vaccine for SARS-CoV-2 can cause
distinct challenges.
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* Developing a viable immunogen using the various
proteins of SARS-CoV-2 such as S protein, N protein,
M protein is the initial challenge.

*  Development of successful animal model for COVID-
19 may be challenging although two animal models;
one hACE2 transgenic mice model and another,
primate macaques model have been successfully
developed. This may be due to the highly infectious
and pathogenic nature of the virus [12].

* Vaccine development is a lengthy process, starting
from product development to the competition of the
phase III clinical trial before marketing the vaccine,
which can take several years, usually 10 to 20 years.

* Preclinical experience with other SARS vaccine
candidates has created red flags about worsening of
the disease, which may be attributed to antibody-
dependent enhancement.

* Correlates of protection are not known.

* Planning and coordinating clinical trials in these
emergency-like situations can be difficult, both for
predicting the trial sites for outbreak as well as
ensuring the site’s preparedness.

* In a high-mortality situation such as COVID-19
pandemic, regulators may not accept conventionally
designed clinical trials such as comparison with a
placebo arm.

* Viral mutation may lead to different subtypes thus
causing difficulty in vaccine design.

*  Vaccines are generally manufactured using Good
Manufacturing Practices (GMP) to ensure that
quality is controlled and consistency is maintained.
For many vaccine candidates in the current pipeline
for SARS-CoV-2, these GMP processes need to be
developed, which can be time consuming.

* For vaccines that will be developed with novel
technologies, GMP needs to be developed from the
beginning, thus adding to the financial burden and
delaying the production of vaccines.

» Issues related to vaccine ownership, funding, pricing
and supply chain, and the coordinated administration
strategy can pose significant barriers.

Role of Regulatory Bodies

The traditional vaccine development process follows
various phases such as product development, pre-
clinical, clinical trial phases (phase I, II, and IIT) before the
vaccine gets regulatory approval for marketing although
phase IV and post-marketing surveillance studies are
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conducted after marketing the product. This traditional
approach is time consuming and not feasible to follow
during the pandemic.

Keeping greater benefit of the vaccine for the societal
need, vaccine development using pandemic approach will
be the best approach for rapid development of vaccines
as shown in Fig. 1. This type of innovative approach can
save the time spent in pre-clinical and clinical trial phases.
The regulators should consider this approach for faster
approval of vaccines.

Funding for Vaccine Development During
Pandemics

Vaccine development during a pandemic should be
considered as a global health emergency and not as any
specific disease related issue, which is a prerogative of
vaccine manufacturers. Public funding for vaccine
development should be the top priority as any vaccine
development, particularly during a pandemic can be a
very risky investment, and public funding can reduce
the potential risk for vaccine manufacturers, especially in
the low and middle income countries.

Pioneering finance mechanisms such as the
International Finance Facility for Immunization (IFFIm)
that have been successful in the past should be used to
fund the development of COVID-19 vaccines [10]. Global
Alliance for Vaccines and Immunizations (GAVI) board
members also expressed support for the use of GAVI’s
innovative financing instruments, such as its [IFFIm and
GAVTI’s Advance Market Commitment to accelerate
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vaccine development and access where needed [13].

There should be a global consensus and urgency for
the development of a pandemic vaccine, at both national
and international level to ensure that the vaccines are
available and affordable to those who need them the most
[14].

Challenges After the Vaccine is Developed

*+ For novel platform technologies, large-scale
manufacturing can pose a significant financial risk as
these facilities necessitate huge investments.

* High-income countries can procure large doses of
vaccine for their own population, creating disparities in
the global supply and demand.

* High risk populations should be identified through
epidemiological and serological studies and vaccine
delivery should be prioritized. This can halt the spread
of the disease.

* As SARS-CoV-2 is a newer disease without adequate
exposure in the population, any new vaccine may
probably necessitate more than one dose of the
vaccine and protective immunity is usually achieved
after the second dose. Massive effort will be needed to
ensure vaccine distribution and administration.

* There can be a scenario, albeit low-probability, where
the pandemic threat has been abruptly curtailed. In
such cases, vaccine development should be
continued for potential vaccine candidates to restrict
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Fig. 1 Traditional approach vs. pandemic approach of vaccine development.
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FUTURE OUTLOOK

The global vaccine development efforts for COVID-19
pandemic are unparalleled. In the current scenario, there
is an indication that vaccine could be available as early as
2021. This would be an extraordinary shift from the usual
vaccine development timeframe which can range between
10-20 years. A new virus target and newer technologies
can multiply the vaccine development risks, and dictates
meticulous evaluation of safety and efficacy at every
stage of vaccine development.

Robust coordination between vaccine manufacturers,
regulatory authorities, public health authorities and
governments is essential to make sure that potential
vaccine candidates are fast-tracked for approval,
manufactured and distributed seamlessly, particularly for
low-income countries.

Considering the economic impact that COVID-19 has
already caused in the initial 3-4 months of this global
calamity, it is worthwhile to start investing in vaccines
against emerging viruses, including neglected diseases,
which can potentially cause significant human deaths
and also impact the global economy. Global pandemics
are inevitable. There should be strategically prepared
protocols and emergency plans to develop vaccines in
months rather than years. Lessons learned in managing
the COVID-19 pandemic should pave the way for creating
better roadmaps to face the next pandemic.
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