
Covid-19: Vaccine advisory committee must be more transparent
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The government has refused to release the minutes
of the meeting in which its vaccine advisory
committee decided not to recommend vaccinating
all 12-15 year olds against covid-19.1

The UK Health Security Agency, which replaced
Public Health England, rejected a freedom of
information request for the document on the grounds
that it intended to publish the minutes “in due
course.”

The agency argued that it was in the public interest
to withhold the information until it could be released
in a “simultaneous, coordinated manner” and that
disclosing the minutes before they were finalised
could “result in a false impression of the contents of
the meeting.” The decision is being appealed.

On 3 September the Joint Committee on Vaccination
and Immunisation (JCVI) said that it would not be
recommending universal vaccination for 12-15 year
olds because although the health benefits of
vaccination were “marginally greater than the
potential known harms,” the margin of benefit was
considered too small.2 The committee did not explain
what factors its conclusionwasbasedon, andneither
the minutes nor the data behind the decision have
been made public.3

The JCVI asked ministers to seek further advice from
the UK’s chief medical officers on the wider potential
benefits of vaccination. The government later (13
September) accepted the chief medical officers’
recommendation to vaccinate all 12-15 year olds on
thebasis of anassessment that included transmission
in schools and the effect on children’s education.4

In a letter dated 5 October academics from
Independent SAGE wrote to the JCVI highlighting the
fact that, despite the committee’s own policy stating
that draft minutes would be published within six
weeks of each meeting, the last publicly available
minutes were from February 2021.5

They urged the JCVI to “abide by its code of practice
and be open and transparent through rapid
publishing of all agendas, supporting papers and
minutes,” arguing that “public confidence in
vaccination programmes is assisted by clear and
consistent processes and messaging.”

They added, “In that spirit, we wish to have a public
assurance from JCVI that all future considerations of
covid-19 vaccines, including the extension of
vaccination to children under 12 years of age, will be
conducted openly and transparently.”
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