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COVID-19 | Pandemic To Endemic? 
The omicron variant is a stark reminder that COVID-19 remains a 
threat to global health and the strength of recovery. 

How this will shape 2022 

WHO's classification of omicron as a variant of concern within two days of its 
identification underscores the disquiet that in a worst-case scenario it could 
become the dominant variant globally and render existing vaccines immunity 
ineffective. The reality is that we do not yet know enough about the new strain, its 
transmissibility, the severity of illness it causes, and the effectiveness of existing 
vaccines against it. Initial answers to these questions are expected within a few 
weeks. Nonetheless, early evidence points toward faster transmissibility, which has 
led many countries to close their borders to Southern African countries or reimpose 
travel restrictions.  

The emergence of this new variant highlights that more coordinated and decisive 
efforts are required to vaccinate the world’s population to prevent more dangerous 
variants emerging. While there may be some short-term disruption if existing 
vaccines need to be reformulated and produced (100 days according to Pfizer), we 
do not expect global vaccine supply in 2022 to be a limiting factor preventing 
inoculations for the 57% of the world’s population that remains unvaccinated. 

Chart 16  

43% of the World Population Is Now Fully Vaccinated, Increasing By 5% Per Month     

     

Source: Our World in Data, Oxford COVID-19 Government Response Tracker, Blavatnik School of 
Government, University of Oxford, S&P Global Ratings. Data as of Nov. 13, 2021. 

What we think and why 

We still expect COVID-19 to become endemic over time. Vaccines protect against 
severe illness, but do not prevent transmission. Societies will therefore have to 
adapt and learn to live with the virus. They will have to take a balanced view of the 
health and economic impact of COVID alongside other regular activities. China's 
zero-COVID policy to counter the virus remains a notable exception. Our base case 
assumption for China is that this could persist until the Party Congress in late 2022. 

More vaccine supply should address distribution inequity in 2022. Global 
production of doses will rise toward 2 billion per month during the first half of 2022, 
according to Airfinity, a life-sciences data provider. This should address the 
inequitable distribution of vaccines globally--with only 7% of the population in 
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Developed economies have 
bounced back, but this is not 
a return to business as usual 

Read More  

COVID-19 And Inflation Are Clouding European 
Airlines' Recovery Path, Nov. 11, 2021 

Effectiveness of mRNA BNT162b2 COVID-19 vaccine 
up to 6 months in a large integrated health system in 
the USA: a retrospective cohort study, The Lancet, 
Oct. 4, 2021 
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Africa fully vaccinated (see chart 16)--even factoring in boosters for populations 
already fully vaccinated. The greater challenges are likely to be countering vaccine 
hesitancy and establishing the necessary crisis-response infrastructure to enable 
the most at-risk countries to roll out necessary testing, vaccination, and treatment 
programs. This is the essence of the updated COVAX ACT-Accelerator partnership 
that is seeking funding of $23.4 billion for its campaign to achieve 43% vaccination 
coverage in 91 lower-income countries by mid-2022.   

Cost-effective alternative therapies support improving health outcomes. New 
oral antiviral treatments from Pfizer (paxlovid) and Merck (molnupiravir) have 
recently completed clinical trials with unvaccinated patients, and molnupiravir has 
already been approved by the U.K. Medicines and Health Regulatory Agency 
(MHRA). Taken within days of a positive COVID-19 test, these pills help to reduce 
the severity of the disease and the risk of hospitalization and death, particularly 
valuable for the more vulnerable and immunosuppressed. These are not intended 
to substitute for vaccinations, but will be cost-effective compared to, for instance, 
the monoclonal antibody treatments developed by Regeneron and Roche. These 
treatments could support emerging markets’ vaccination rollout programs in due 
course, particularly where vaccines storage may be problematic. 

Economies are proving adaptable. Developed economies have bounced back 
strongly and, to date, the impact of the pandemic has been waning in two ways. 
First, the severity of restrictions imposed to counter a given COVID shock has been 
reducing. Second, the economic damage caused by a given set of restrictions has 
also eased as businesses and households adapted. Even so, we don't think 
economies will completely return to business as usual. For one, COVID is unlikely to 
ever be eradicated and mutations will continue, so the vulnerable will inevitably 
remain more wary about travel and mingling in crowded settings, particularly 
indoors. Where case rates remain high, we expect that, rather than disruptive 
national lockdowns, most governments and local authorities will turn to COVID 
vaccination passports for certain leisure and work activities, including for health 
workers. Cross-border travel restrictions are likely to continue changing frequently 
in line with the epidemiological situation. This will slow the recovery of passenger 
volumes for international and business travel that we only see returning to pre-
pandemic levels in 2024.  

What could go wrong 

A vaccine escape variant remains a downside risk. With COVID-19 likely to become 
endemic over time there remains the risk of new mutations that undermine the 
efficacy of existing vaccines. The alarm created by the recently identified B.1.1.529 
or omicron variant illustrates the risks. While early indications suggest it is highly 
transmissible, it remains to be seen whether it causes severe illness and renders 
existing vaccines ineffective. Providing some reassurance, vaccines can now be 
reformulated and fast-tracked to market within three to six months if a COVID 
variant emerged that undermined the efficacy of established vaccines.   

Erosion of public trust in vaccines. A growing concern is that public trust in 
vaccines could slip either due to public reliance on unreliable information from non-
accredited sources or, potentially, if COVID infections rise, or remain elevated, as 
short-term immunity among the fully vaccinated population wanes. There remains 
uncertainty over how long the protection provided by approved vaccines lasts. A 
large U.S. study reported in the Lancet in October, for instance, shows Pfizer’s 
effectiveness against the delta infection declined from 88% during the first month 
after full vaccination to 47% after five months, although its effectiveness against 
hospital admissions remained very high (over 90%) even after six months. This 
could become problematic if there continues to be a slow take-up of the necessary 
booster jabs among eligible groups, as seems to be the case in many countries.  
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