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To the editor: We read with interest the collection of 
articles ‘Spotlight influenza 2021’ recently published 
in Eurosurveillance [1]. This collection highlights some 
important features of the unusual 2020/21 northern 
hemisphere influenza season and the accompany-
ing editorial recommends preparedness measures for 
the upcoming 2021/22 season [2]. The authors sug-
gest that vaccination may have contributed to the low 
influenza circulation in 2020/21 and use the example 
of Spain where influenza vaccination coverage rates 
(VCRs) increased across different target groups during 
the 2020/21 winter [2]. We would like to bring further 
evidence regarding this point by providing VCR data 
published by 10 northern hemisphere countries and 
Australia (Table), with a particular focus on elderly 
people.

During the 2020/21 winter, influenza VCRs in elderly 
people increased in England (+ 8.5%), France (+ 7.9%), 
Israel (+ 8.4%), Italy (+ 10.7%), the Netherlands, 
(+ 6.6%), the Philippines (+ 3.0%), Poland (+ 3.3%), 
Spain (+ 13.0%), and the United States (US) (+ 5.4%), 
compared with 2019/20 (Table). Remarkably, England 
and the US managed to reach coverage rates of 75% in 
this population group, which is recommended by the 
World Health Organization (WHO) and the EU Council 
Recommendation 2009/1019/EU [3,4]. A decrease in 
VCRs was instead observed in South Korea (from 83.8% 
to 73.6%): this is likely related to a report of alleged 
influenza vaccine-related deaths that attracted con-
siderable media attention in 2020 [5]. Of note, VCRs in 
most of these northern hemisphere countries remained 
generally stable in previous winters (Table). In the 

southern hemisphere, influenza VCRs in elderly people 
increased in Australia by 9.0% in 2020 compared with 
2019. A further, slight increase was observed in 2021, 
while decreases were seen in other age groups [6]. 
These declines were possibly due to the convergence 
of influenza and coronavirus disease (COVID-19) vacci-
nations in 2021, with guidelines to space these apart 
by at least 2 weeks.

There has been very little influenza activity around 
the world since April 2020 [7] and it is difficult to 
anticipate influenza circulation in the upcoming winter. 
Current modelling scenarios range from a mild season 
to a large increase in cases, mainly depending on the 
extent of the use of non-pharmaceutical interventions 
(NPIs) [8]. The emergence of the acute respiratory syn-
drome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) Omicron variant of 
concern means there will likely be a continuation of 
containment measures related to the COVID-19 pan-
demic – such as physical distancing, recommendations 
to wear face masks, and movement restrictions – which 
could result in late or little influenza virus activity in 
the northern hemisphere. We agree with Larrauri and 
Prosenc [2] that the recent low levels of influenza activ-
ity may lead to an increased proportion of susceptibles 
and predispose to severe epidemics at some point, so 
achieving high influenza VCRs will be crucial to contain 
the influenza burden, especially when NPIs are relaxed. 
Finally, strengthening influenza VCR monitoring in dif-
ferent population groups [9] will be critical to ensure 
that we are achieving – or at least approaching – the 
objectives we set for influenza prevention and control.
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Table
Influenza VCRs in the elderly by influenza season and difference between the first COVID-19 pandemic and the pre-
pandemic season in 10 northern hemisphere countries and 1 southern hemisphere country, 2017/18 to 2020/21

Northern hemisphere countries

Country Age 
(years)

2017/18 
VCR (%)

2018/19 
VCR (%)

2019/20 
VCR (%)

2020/21 
VCR (%)

2019/20–2020/21 
difference (%) Source

England

≥65

73.0 72.0 72.4 80.9  + 8.5 Public Health England
France 49.7 51.0 52.0 59.9  + 7.9 Public Health France

Israel 59.8 59.2 59.8 68.2  + 8.4
Ministry of Health, Israel; Organisation 

for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD), France

Italy 52.7 53.1 54.6 65.3  + 10.7 Ministry of Health, Italy

The Netherlands 60.4 60.3 61.3 67.9  + 6.6 The Netherlands Institute for Health 
Services Research (Nivel)

Philippinesa ≥60 NA NA 2.6 5.6  + 3.0 Ministry of Health, Philippines

Poland

≥65

13.0 14.2 15.1 18.4  + 3.3 National Institute of Public Health, 
Poland

South Korea 81.3 82.8 83.8 73.6 − 10.2 Korea Disease Control and Prevention 
Agency, reported by Kwon Y et al. [5]

Spain 55.7 54.3 54.7 67.7  + 13.0 Ministry of Health, Spain

United States 59.6 68.1 69.8 75.2  + 5.4 Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC)

Southern hemisphere country

Country Age 
(years)

2017 VCR 
(%)

2018 VCR 
(%)

2019 VCR 
(%)

2020 
VCR (%)

2019–2020 
difference (%) Source

Australia ≥ 65 33.6 50.4 60.6 69.6  + 9.0 Department of Health, Australia

VCR: vaccination coverage rate; NA: not available.
a The Philippines is a tropical climate country with influenza activity occurring from June to November, and the vaccine is administrated from 

February on each year.



3www.eurosurveillance.org

License, supplementary material and copyright
This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of 
the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY 4.0) Licence. You 
may share and adapt the material, but must give appropriate
credit to the source, provide a link to the licence and indicate 
if changes were made. 

Any supplementary material referenced in the article can be 
found in the online version.

This article is copyright of the authors or their affiliated in-
stitutions, 2021.


