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BCG vaccine and COVID-19
According to the World Health Organization (WHO), “There is no evidence that the Bacille Calmette-Guérin
vaccine (BCG) protects people against infection with COVID-19 virus.”
Therefore, at this stage, it is not possible to make any recommendations on using BCG vaccine for COVID19. Until the safety and efficacy of the BCG vaccine can be proven in the prevention of COVID-19, the
mainstay of prevention of COVID-19 remains social distancing, cough hygiene and hand washing.

Can the BCG vaccine prevent COVID-19?
At this stage, the benefit of BCG vaccination on COVID-19 is a hypothesis. 1This means that there is no medical
proof that the BCG vaccine can prevent COVID-19. 2, 3 Furthermore, the BCG vaccine has no registered indication
for preventing COVID-19 or other viral diseases. 4
If there is no proof, why is there so much media attention on BCG vaccine and COVID-19?
A study conducted by Professor Otazu at the New York Institute of Technology, reported that there may be a
correlation between BCG-vaccinated populations and reduced mortality and morbidity rates for COVID-19. During
an interview with Alec Hogg from BizNews, Dr Otazu stressed the following point: “It’s a correlational study. So, I
wouldn’t base any policy based on that study.” He went on to say, “There are many differences and there might be
something else that I’m missing. So that’s why a controlled clinical trial is crucial to finding out if this correlation – if
this relationship is a causal relationship.” 2
Given that there is no cure or vaccine specifically against COVID-19, why is the information from the
correlation study not sufficient to use BCG vaccine to prevent further spread of this pandemic?
While any promising mechanism that relates to BCG or any form of treatment that could stop this pandemic is of
interest, such information needs to be well researched before we can say it is useful. Additionally, the abovementioned report by Dr. Otazu is, at this stage, a hypothesis and needs to be proven. 5 There are clinical trials in
progress to test safety and efficacy of BCG in the fight against COVID-19. However, none of these trials have been
completed and no information is available yet. 1
The analysis shows that the countries that do not have a universal BCG vaccine program seem to have worse
infection rates. It is too soon to say, even though it seems compelling, that this is the only factor that explains the
differences in spread and mortality of COVID-19. 5
What clinical trials are currently being conducted?
In Australia, a clinical trial is currently underway in healthcare workers. It is an open- label, two-group, phase III
randomised controlled trial in up to 4170 healthcare workers to determine if BCG vaccination reduces the incidence
and severity of COVID-19 during the 2020 pandemic.
This study is study led by Nigel Curtis, head of infectious diseases research, at the Murdoch Children’s Research
Institute in Melbourne, who has stated, “We cannot guarantee that this will work. And of course, the only way to find
out is with our trial.” The primary completion is expected in October 2020. 6,7
In the Netherlands, Dutch scientists are planning to test whether the BCG vaccine could protect healthcare workers
against coronavirus, since it is known to stimulate the immune system and may lead to milder symptoms in

healthcare workers who do get infected. The experiment will mean randomly giving 1000 workers either the vaccine
or a placebo. If the vaccine appears to have an effect, all healthcare workers will be given the option to have the
vaccine. 8
South Africa includes BCG vaccine in its vaccination program; is this why our COVID-19 disease and
mortality rates are low, compared to the US and other countries?
BCG vaccine against tuberculosis (TB) has been used in South Africa since 1940 and routinely administered to
infants since 1960. 9 According to Dr. Otazu, there is no definitive information to suggest that the BCG vaccine is
the only factor driving the low rates seen in countries that have BCG policies. 2 There is experimental evidence
from both animal and human studies that the BCG vaccine has non-specific effects on the immune system. These
effects have not been well characterised and their clinical relevance is unknown. 12 These countries (that have BCG
vaccine policies) have also implemented social distancing, quarantines and widespread testing. There may be
other factors and therefore the clinical trials are needed to determine if the relationship between BCG vaccine and
COVID-19 is a causal one. 2
The BCG vaccine is available in South Africa, why don’t we just vaccinate our population even if we have
had it before?
According to the Expanded Program on Immunisation (EPI) in South Africa, BCG vaccine should be administered
at or soon after birth. 9 Furthermore, BCG should not be administered to previously vaccinated individuals as there
is an increased risk of adverse reactions and no evidence of additional protection against TB. Evidence of a
previous BCG vaccination includes documentary evidence; a clear, reliable history of vaccination; or evidence of a
characteristic scar. 3 Most South Africans have been vaccinated with BCG vaccine at birth or early childhood and
the reported observational studies did not show any link between re-vaccination after childhood with the BCG
vaccine and a decreased risk of COVID-19 disease and its complications. 13
Furthermore, there is no evidence to confirm the safety of the BCG vaccine in older adults. The use of any vaccine
in the elderly needs to be studied to ensure patient safety is not compromised.
BCG vaccine is a live attenuated vaccine and is not recommended for use in individuals who are
immunocompromised/immunosuppressed as it can lead to significant complications. The ageing process is also
associated with a decline in immune functioning in general (called immunosenescence) and thus there may be
issues with using a vaccine like BCG in this age group. 10
Due to the high incidence of TB in South Africa, it is also likely that >80% of older South African adults may have
been exposed and asymptomatically infected with “latent” TB during their lifetime. Since TB is a mycobacterium
very similar to BCG vaccine, and latently infected people show similarities in immune
response to BCG-vaccinated people, it seems unlikely that BCG vaccination of older adults
would offer additional non-specific protection against COVID-19. 10
It must be emphasized that BCG vaccine for COVID-19 is not a proven intervention. 1-4 If this vaccine is used for
the unproven prevention of COVID-19, it could result in the country running out of this vaccine, thereby leaving
many newborns without protection against TB. The hypothesis made cannot be used as a basis for decisionmaking. The safety and efficacy of the BCG vaccine in preventing COVID-19 must first be evaluated in robust
clinical trials. Furthermore, the safety implications of repeating the vaccine in previously vaccinated populations
have yet to be addressed. 1, 2, 5
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Amayeza Info Centre is providing you with this material, which is intended for use by healthcare professionals, as an
information service and professional courtesy. It has been compiled from information currently available, and
although the greatest care has been taken, Amayeza Info Centre does not accept responsibility for errors or
omissions. This information is intended to provide pertinent data that will assist you in forming your own conclusions
and making your own decisions. Please refer to the reference articles for further information and exercise your own
professional judgement in confirming and interpreting the information presented.
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and will only be used for this purpose, unless required for legal proceedings. If reporting an adverse event, the
information provided will be used in order to meet regulatory requirements in relation to the safety of medicines. In
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