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Letter to the Editor
COVID-19 and immunization gap in Pakistan: fear drives for
forthcoming spikes
Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has shut down
the world, experiencing a global recession, implementing severe
travel restrictions, and slowing down the supply of routine neces-
sities.1 After World War II, it is an unprecedented challenge faced
by humanity, infecting 61.8 million people worldwide with a death
toll reaching up to 1.4 million, by date 29 November 2020.2 In our
compelling need to focus on COVID-19, health authorities may
lose sight of other existing epidemics, and the tally of morbidity
and mortality will be increased ultimately.3e5 The massive spread
of COVID-19 has become a significant hitch for the current medical
field. However, the virus puts extreme pressure on the current
dilapidated systems in developing countries.1 Dreadfully, in
Pakistan, where there are still inadequate health services, and a
pandemic is still on the shore, bearing 0.35 million COVID-19 cases
and 7000 deaths so far could leave a significant scar, as shown in
Fig. 1.6,7

Pakistan is the fifth most populous country, bearing a total
population of about 200 million with a growth rate of about
2.04%. Such an abrupt increase in population rate brings immense
pressure on the health care system.8 Meanwhile, the Pakistani
government was decided to suspend vaccination services to limit
the local transmission of COVID-19, which has prompted an
upswing of a variety of infectious diseases such as polio and mea-
sles.9 The current pandemic causes significant distortions in Paki-
stan's immunization programs; thus, vaccine-preventable illnesses
are becoming a snag for the health care system. Existing immuni-
zation protocols were severely affected during the implementation
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of COVID-19 lockdown, as illustrated in Fig. 2(a).10 Declining im-
munization campaigns were seen worldwide, particularly in
developed countries, which are already facing financial con-
straints, lack of medical equipment, and primary health facilities.11

In accordance with a UNICEF report, the vaccination rate dropped
to half during the pandemic lockdown. Moreover, ghettos and
impoverished communities are more affected; lockout vaccination
gaps lead to an extreme infant immunization burden, exacerbating
global immune deficits.9 Startlingly, territories with inadequate
vaccination are at risk of wild-type poliovirus re-emergence,
which will disrupt all past polio strategy policies.12 Pakistan is still
endemic to wild-type poliomyelitis (WPV) and circulating vaccine-
derived poliomyelitis (c VDPV2). In 2019, as shown in Fig. 2(b), a
total of 147 cases of WPV and 22 cVDVP2 cases from Pakistan
were reported.13,14

The pandemic hits hard and poses alarming threats to health
care professionals regarding the severity of postpandemic era chal-
lenges. Immunization affected by a pandemic is also of prime
importance as it provokes out eradicated viral infections such as
measles.11 Measles vaccination programs follow routine immuniza-
tion strategies to prevent infection of children who do not have
routine health care facilities.15 Dreadfully, about 120 million chil-
dren from 37 countries have missed measles immunization this
year because of COVID-19.16 In a Third-World country like Pakistan,
measles could have fatal consequences; thus, the continuation of
reporting and investigation should be mandatory for the health
careesupporting systems. A study reported higher measles cases
kistan (2014-2019)
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Fig. 2. (a): COVID-19 cases in different areas of Pakistan till December 2020. (b) Prevalence and of different vaccines-preventable diseases found in Pakistan (2019).11
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from January 2020 to March 2020 compared with 2019 in the
COVID-19 lockdowns.17

COVID-19 lockdown implemented by the government to protect
masses against COVID-19 virus might aid widespread vaccine-
preventable disease, posing a burden on a health care infrastruc-
ture on the verge of collapse. To resolve these vaccine-
preventable diseases, urgent action is required to deter potential
health disasters. Government and competent authorities must
actively implement immunization programs in accordance with
all preventive measures and standard operating procedures estab-
lished by the WHO and UNICEF to reduce the spread of COVID-19.
References

1. Lai C-C, Wang C-Y, Wang Y-H, Hsueh S-C, Ko W-C, Hsueh P-R. Global epidemi-
ology of coronavirus disease 2019: disease incidence, daily cumulative index,
mortality, and their association with country healthcare resources and eco-
nomic status. Int J Antimicrob Agents 2020:105946. https://doi.org/10.1016/
j.ijantimicag.2020.105946.

2. COVID-19 Weekly Epidemiological Update [database on the Internet]2020
[cited 04-12-2020]. Available from:: https://www.who.int/publications/m/
item/weekly-epidemiological-update—1-december-2020.

3. Awan UA, Zahoor S, Ayub A, Ahmed H, Aftab N, Afzal MS. COVID-19 and arbo-
viral diseases: another challenge for Pakistan's delipidated healthcare system. J
Med Virol 2020. https://doi.org/10.1002/jmv.26668.

4. Awan UA, Zahoor S, Rehman K, Khattak AA, Ahmed H, Aftab N, et al. COVID-19
and Influenza H1N1: a dangerous combination for Pakistan in the upcoming
winter season. J Med Virol 2020. https://doi.org/10.1002/jmv.26687.

5. Haqqi A, Awan UA, Ali M, Saqib MAN, Ahmed H, Afzal MS. COVID-19 and
dengue virus co-epidemics in Pakistan: a dangerous combination for overbur-
dened healthcare system. J Med Virol 2020. https://doi.org/10.1002/jmv.26144.

6. Spinelli A, Pellino G. COVID-19 pandemic: perspectives on an unfolding crisis.
Br J Surg 2020. https://doi.org/10.1002/bjs.11627.

7. Immunization coverage (monthly) [database on the Internet]2020 [cited 04-
12-2020]. Available from:: http://www.pbs.gov.pk/content/immunization-
coverage-monthly.

8. Silva NM, Santos NC, Martins IC. Dengue and zika viruses: epidemiological his-
tory, potential therapies, and promising vaccines. Trop Med Infect Disease
2020;5:150. https://doi.org/10.3390/tropicalmed5040150.

9. Din M, Asghar M, Ali M. Delays in polio vaccination programs due to COVID-19
in Pakistan: a major threat to Pakistan's long war against polio virus. Publ
Health 2020;189:1. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2020.09.004.

10. Chandir S, Siddiqi DA, Setayesh H, Khan AJ. Impact of COVID-19 lockdown on
routine immunisation in Karachi, Pakistan. Lancet Glob Health 2020;8:
e1118e20. https://doi.org/10.1016/s2214-109x(20)30290-4.

11. Chandir S, Siddiqi DA, Mehmood M, Setayesh H, Siddique M, Mirza A, et al.
Impact of COVID-19 pandemic response on uptake of routine immunizations
in Sindh, Pakistan: an analysis of provincial electronic immunization registry
data. Vaccine 2020;38:7146e55. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.vaccine.2020.08.019.
22
12. Molodecky NA, Blake IM, O'Reilly KM, Wadood MZ, Safdar RM, Wesolowski A,
et al. Risk factors and short-term projections for serotype-1 poliomyelitis inci-
dence in Pakistan: a spatiotemporal analysis. PLoS Med 2017;14:e1002323.
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1002323.

13. Pakistan [database on the Internet]2020 [cited 04-12-2020]. Available from::
https://polioeradication.org/where-we-work/pakistan/.

14. Pakistan-Communicable Diseases [database on the Internet]2020 [cited 04-12-
2020]. Available from:: https://knoema.com/atlas/Pakistan/topics/
Health#Communicable-Diseases.

15. Organization WH. Measles vaccines: WHO position paper, April
2017eRecommendations. Vaccine 2019;37:219e22.

16. Initiative M. More than 117 million children at risk of missing out on measles vac-
cines, as COVID-19 surges. Statement by the Measles & Rubella Initiative
comprising of American Red Cross, US CDC. UNICEF, United Nations Foundation
and WHO; 2020. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1002323.

17. Rana MS, Usman M, Alam MM, Ikram A, Zaidi SSZ, Salman M, et al. Impact of
COVID-19 pandemic on Measles surveillance in Pakistan. J Infect 2020.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jinf.2020.10.008.
Usman Ayub Awan, Kinza Haroon
Department of Medical Laboratory Technology, The University of

Haripur, Haripur, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Pakistan

Aleena Haqqi
Department of Life Sciences, School of Science, University of

Management and Technology (UMT), Lahore, Pakistan

Aamer Ali khattak
Department of Medical Laboratory Technology, The University of

Haripur, Haripur, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Pakistan

Muhammad Khurram
Department of Life Sciences, School of Science, University of

Management and Technology (UMT), Lahore, Pakistan

Haroon Ahmed
Department of Biosciences, COMSATS University, Islamabad, Pakistan

Muhammad Sohail Afzal*

Department of Life Sciences, School of Science, University of
Management and Technology (UMT), Lahore, Pakistan

* Corresponding author.
E-mail address: sohail.ncvi@gmail.com (M.S. Afzal).

8 December 2020
Available online 12 February 2021

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijantimicag.2020.105946
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijantimicag.2020.105946
https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/weekly-epidemiological-update---1-december-2020
https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/weekly-epidemiological-update---1-december-2020
https://doi.org/10.1002/jmv.26668
https://doi.org/10.1002/jmv.26687
https://doi.org/10.1002/jmv.26144
https://doi.org/10.1002/bjs.11627
http://www.pbs.gov.pk/content/immunization-coverage-monthly
http://www.pbs.gov.pk/content/immunization-coverage-monthly
https://doi.org/10.3390/tropicalmed5040150
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2020.09.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/s2214-109x(20)30290-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.vaccine.2020.08.019
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1002323
https://polioeradication.org/where-we-work/pakistan/
https://knoema.com/atlas/Pakistan/topics/Health#Communicable-Diseases
https://knoema.com/atlas/Pakistan/topics/Health#Communicable-Diseases
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0033-3506(21)00046-9/sref15
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0033-3506(21)00046-9/sref15
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0033-3506(21)00046-9/sref15
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0033-3506(21)00046-9/sref15
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1002323
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jinf.2020.10.008
mailto:mailtoazampelasauagr

