
The Lancet Regional Health - Western Pacific 13 (2021) 100209 

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect 

The Lancet Regional Health - Western Pacific 

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/lanwpc 

Commentary 

Restarting international travel will be messy but enabled by improved 

risk-based analyses 

Kelley Lee 

Professor and Tier 1 Canada Research Chair in Global Health Governance, Faculty of Health Sciences, Simon Fraser University, Burnaby, BC Canada V5A 1S6 

a r t i c l e i n f o 

Article history: 

Received 14 June 2021 

Accepted 21 June 2021 

Available online 20 July 2021 

b

d

t

f

a

l

w

f

e

o

u

t

F

a

t

fi

c

a

m

i

s

r

t

r

O

3

t

t

s

p

h

c

t

f

w

l

a

m

n

i

r

g

a

b

e

l

s

o

u

r

g

b

v

m

t

v

r

c

C

s

a

a

t

n

h

2

(

There is now abundant evidence that international travel has 

een a major driver of the COVID-19 pandemic and its prolonged 

uration [1-2] . Travel restrictions adopted, in an attempt to stem 

he spread of SARS-CoV-2, have impacted billions of lives and the 

unctioning of whole societies. Alongside cancelled events large 

nd small, disruptions to trade [3] and shuttered businesses, mil- 

ions have become stranded or separated from family, friends and 

ork [4] . The UNWTO describes 2020 as “the worst year on record 

or tourism,” with an estimated US$1.3 trillion loss in international 

xpenditures [5] . It is little wonder that easing travel restrictions, 

r at least applying them in more discerning ways, has become an 

rgent policy priority. 

Multiple systems have already been agreed, or are under nego- 

iation, for easing restrictions based on immunization status [6] . 

or some high-income countries rolling out vaccines at speed, 

long with countries keen to revive tourist revenues, overcoming 

he logistical challenges of creating a secure, interoperable certi- 

cation system has become a major focus. The introduction of so- 

alled vaccine passports will create categories of travellers entering 

 jurisdiction and determine the testing and quarantine require- 

ents they will be subject to. The airline industry, in particular, 

s pressing governments to implement these systems ahead of the 

ummer holiday season in the northern hemisphere, describing the 

esumption of high volumes of travel as “absolutely critical” [7] . 

Amid this intense pressure, however, what has become clear is 

hat there remains a lack of agreed methodology to assess travel- 

elated public health risks from COVID-19. When the World Health 

rganization (WHO) recommended against travel restrictions on 

0 January 2020, upon declaring a public health emergency of in- 

ernational concern, the Director-General reminded States Parties 

hat any “additional health measures” needed to be supported by 

cientific principles and available evidence [8] . It soon became ap- 

arent that available evidence from previous outbreaks was not 

elpful for informing the control of SARS-CoV-2 in a globally inter- 

onnected world. When States Parties proceeded near universally 
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o adopt a host of travel restrictions, and then keep them in place 

or an unprecedented duration, what filled this evidence vacuum 

as a blend of precautionary principle, evolving science, economic 

obbying and political ideology. 

In this context, Benjamin Cowling and colleagues [9] provide 

 timely methodological contribution. Their study seeks to deter- 

ine whether it is possible to assess the transmission risk of inter- 

ational arrivals, based on source country, as the basis of screen- 

ng travellers for admission. Much of the evidence describing the 

ole of travel in SARS-CoV-2 importation, demonstrated through 

enomic sequencing data, has been retrospective [10] . The limited 

vailability of methodologies to inform real time decision making, 

ringing together epidemiology, observational studies and other 

vidence to enable risk assessment, leaves border management re- 

iant on less discriminate measures such as travel bans by citizen- 

hip or perceived “hot spots”. 

While the methodology put forth by Yang et al. may soon be 

vertaken by the implementation of immunization-based systems, 

ntil much of the world is fully vaccinated, better methods of 

isk assessment remain helpful. In December 2020, WHO issued 

uidelines to support the development of a risk-based approach to 

order management to inform mitigation measures [11] . Whether 

ariables such as case incidence per 10 0,0 0 0 population over time, 

edian incubation period and travel volumes prove the right ones 

o assess travel-related risks during COVID-19, the important ad- 

ance is recognition by WHO of the need to shift from blanket 

ecommendations to algorithms that enable real time, context spe- 

ific decision making. The International Health Regulations Review 

ommittee, in its final report in April 2021, affirmed the need to 

upport the development of risk-based approaches [12] . 

Importantly, strengthening risk assessment should be seen as 

n enabler, not a hindrance, to the easing of travel restrictions. Risk 

ssessment will help identify the appropriate testing and quaran- 

ine protocols for fully vaccinated, partially vaccinated, unvacci- 

ated, and previously infected travellers. These protocols will be 
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irectly informed by the evolving science on the efficacy of differ- 

nt vaccines (especially against known and emerging variants of 

oncern), the transmissibility and virulence of these variants, and 

he occurrence of breakthrough infections. SARS-CoV-2 surveillance 

ata, alongside vaccination rates by jurisdiction, will also be key 

ata points. Risk assessment brings this data together with con- 

ideration of the social and economic impacts of travel restric- 

ions. But it is not led by these considerations. Reopening travel 

n Europe during the summer months of 2020, driven by economic 

nterests, undid much of the hard work of suppressing the virus 

hrough repeated lockdowns [13] . The reality is that no travel dur- 

ng this pandemic has been risk free and future travel will entail 

isk. The key challenge is to appropriately assess and manage those 

isks in ways that enable travel to resume in a sustainable way. To 

o so, without appropriate risk assessment, would be like a pilot 

ying blindl y without navigation. 
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