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At the crossroads

When the Vaccination Travel Lanes (VTL) were
announced and social media feeds were slowly
filled up with destinations beyond the boundaries
of our living room or neighbourhoods, it served as
a reminder of life before the pandemic. It isn't just
wanderlust; even if not all of us are privileged to
travel, the glimmer of endemicity is on the horizon.

With borders reopening, it signalled that economies
could be on the road to recovery. Families could be

reunited. The promise of freedom of movementis a

much-needed breath of fresh air after living behind

our masks for two years.

Could this be the year when we finally move from
pandemic to endemic?

Some of us have our fingers crossed. Constant
recalibration of restrictions, if anything, have
informed us that certainty is not a given.

While many countries have relaxed COVID-19
restrictions, news of variants that could threaten
human health and overwhelm public health
systems is still very much on our radar. It's difficult
to breathe easy when the number of infections

is still in the hundreds of thousands and vaccine
inequality still a concern across the globe.

Fear and worry about contracting COVID-19 at
home, let alone overseas, is a natural reaction for
us. Differentiated measures based on vaccination
status offer some comfort and a semblance of
safety in the face of an unpredictable virus. After

all, what else could we do to make sense of our lives
turned upside down?

It's hard to deny the instinct to be social and return
to connecting with family, friends and even co-
workers in the office freely. Individual efforts such as
taking Antigen Rapid Tests (ART) when feeling sick or
checking in and out of venues seem like a small price
to pay in exchange for some personal freedoms.

Yet, with some countries moving fast to lift almost
all their COVID-19 measures, it's easy to feel that
the grass is greener elsewhere. Even though we
know it's not as simple as "if they can do it, why
can't we?", the pandemic fatigue has taken its toll.
These other possibilities of life with little or no
restrictions have their appeal.

Living in such unprecedented times, there's no
handbook to endemicity. Perhaps what we can hold
on to, is that we are definitely moving in that direction.
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More Curbs?

While the pandemic started unexpectedly, the world
has begun to accept that it has fully transformed
our daily routine. Today's toddlers relate wearing
masks to going out, and terms like “circuit breaker”,
"lockdown” and “quarantine” have become
mainstream. The world came to a standstill as
governments took similar approaches to deal with
the unknown. Public health resource considerations
and a desire to prevent the spread of the virus
spurred zero-COVID strategies, despite differences
in political systems and development levels.

What's the case for more restrictions?

Countries such as Australia, China, Hong Kong,
Macau, New Zealand, Singapore, Taiwan and
Vietnam backed policies aimed at eliminating
COVID-19 through strict containment measures,
extensive testing, contact tracing and firm
international border controls. Such efforts strived
to curb the spread of the virus.

While today most of the world expects COVID-19

to become endemic, China continues to maintain

this approach. Public support for the zero-COVID
approach in China appears strong, possibly due to
the social stigma and discrimination of those who
contract COVID-19. A study even estimates that
China would have to cope with over 600,000 cases a
day if travel restrictions are lifted, highlighting China's
argument that its approach is one driven by necessity.

Volume 1—2021/22: COVID-19 Curbs—Less or More?

What are the downsides to
having more restrictions?

Countries fear being left behind in social and
economic pursuits as the zero-tolerance strategy
has a significant impact on work and life for millions
of people.

Singapore, Australia, New Zealand and Vietnam, for
example, have shifted their prior zero-COVID policy
approach as scientists expect that COVID-19 will
become endemic over time — meaning that it will
continue to circulate within pockets of the global
population for years to come.

73% of the respondents of a survey conducted

by the International Air Transport Association
reported that their quality of life was suffering due
to travel restrictions. They had missed many “family
moments, personal development opportunities and
business priorities.”



https://www.eiu.com/n/asias-transition-away-from-zero-covid/
https://www.eiu.com/n/asias-transition-away-from-zero-covid/
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-00396-2
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/east-asia/china-is-more-dedicated-than-ever-to-covid-19-zero-as-it-battles-delta
https://www.nlb.gov.sg/main/site/-/media/NLBMedia/Documents/Read-to-be-SURE/What-is-RTBS/Volume-1/Volume-1-Issue-2-COVID-19-Restrictions/EAIBB-No-1535-Life_political-opinions_COVID-19-lockdown-Chengdu-n-Wuhan-2.pdf
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.694988/full
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/east-asia/china-study-warns-of-colossal-covid-19-outbreak-if-it-opens-up-like-us-france
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/east-asia/china-study-warns-of-colossal-covid-19-outbreak-if-it-opens-up-like-us-france
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/oct/30/people-are-starting-to-wane-china-zero-covid-policy-takes-toll
https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/health/moving-from-covid-19-pandemic-to-endemic
https://www.economist.com/china/2021/10/16/how-long-can-chinas-zero-covid-policy-last
https://theconversation.com/zero-covid-worked-for-some-countries-but-high-vaccine-coverage-is-now-key-169327
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-00396-2
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-00396-2
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» What is a Zero-COVID Strategy?

» Why China is still trying to achieve zero Covid

Less Curbs?

As people around the world queue up for vaccine
shots, some dream of finally being able to attend
football games or live music events, while others
simply hope this means they can buy groceries
safely. The approach towards easing stringent
measure varies from country to country — while
some opt for a gradual opening, others have lifted
measures altogether.

Gradual reopening and public health measures
such as mandatory wearing of masks indoors,
indoor capacity restrictions, social distancing,

and implementing vaccine passports are some
strategies that countries can adopt. Countries have
also been reopening their borders for international
travel to cope with the economic and social
impacts of the pandemic, that continue to become
more acute.

Sweden, Norway, and Denmark are among the
countries that have decided to live with COVID-19.
Denmark was the first country in the European
Union that lifted all COVID-19 restrictions. Norway
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said that "the time has come to return to a normal
daily life" and does not require proof of vaccination
for citizens to enter nightclubs, bars or restaurants.
Sweden also abolished all COVID-19 related
restrictions, announcing that the pandemic has
been brought under control.

Optimistic projections estimate that by mid-2022,
death and disease rates for COVID-19 may be
lower than that of the seasonal common flu owing
to the increase in global immunity resulting from
high vaccination rates of a population, or moderate
vaccination levels coupled with significant

prior COVID-19 infections. As a result, this has
encouraged the lifting of COVID-19 restrictions in
many countries across the globe.

Yet, the capacities of public health systems remain
a concern for most governments, who resort to
keeping a close watch on COVID-19 case numbers,
ready to re-impose restrictions whenever deemed
necessary. People and businesses are thus caught
in confusion when these policies are adjusted.

Additionally, while there is a resumption of
international activities as borders open up following
vaccine rollouts, the lack of harmonised border
measures, restrictions and procedures is a cause
of confusion for travellers — who resort to finalising
plans as late as possible to keep up with rapidly
changing regulations, incited by new virus strands.
Fragmented rules about vaccine acceptance,
documentation, as well as testing requirements are
costly and difficult to navigate.

The return to normalcy is fragile. Countries that are
reopening faster have reported a higher death toll
in the earlier stages of the pandemic. As individuals
begin to integrate back into society — balancing
their work and personal lives — the risks of cluster
infections remain. Vaccine inequality also remains
a concern, especially as it creates unvaccinated
pockets where the virus can continue to mutate
and spread.



https://www.isglobal.org/en-GB/web/guest/-/-que-es-una-estrategia-de-COVID-cero-y-como-puede-ayudarnos-a-minimizar-el-impacto-de-la-pandemia-
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-59257496
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oyueyJtKnnI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5VJJ4hRMqlk
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-11-02/premier-league-soccer-crowds-pack-stadiums-like-never-before
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-11-02/premier-league-soccer-crowds-pack-stadiums-like-never-before
https://theconversation.com/vaccine-passports-why-they-are-good-for-society-160419
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/explainers/covid-international-travel-rules
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/explainers/covid-international-travel-rules
https://www.newsweek.com/sweden-norway-lifting-covid-restrictions-spark-reactions-pundits-want-end-mandates-1634916
https://www.politico.eu/article/denmark-first-eu-lift-coronavirus-restrictions/
https://www.reuters.com/business/healthcare-pharmaceuticals/norway-end-coronavirus-related-restrictions-saturday-2021-09-24/
https://www.reuters.com/business/healthcare-pharmaceuticals/norway-end-coronavirus-related-restrictions-saturday-2021-09-24/
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/europe/sweden-lifts-all-covid-19-restrictions/2378287
https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/covid-19-infection-and-death-rates-should-be-on-a-par-with-seasonal-flu-by-mid-2022-bill
https://www.bmj.com/content/375/bmj-2021-067508
https://www.bmj.com/content/375/bmj-2021-067508
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj-2021-067508
https://www.fidh.org/en/issues/international-justice/covid-19-spreading-faster-than-vaccines-rich-countries-must-address
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Read on to find out if the costs of reducing
COVID-19 restrictions are too high.

» Living With COVID-19

» Coping With Kids During the Pandemic

» Eased Restrictions — Lessons Learnt

» Questions of Mobility

A Middle Path?

In early February, experts have opined that
Singapore is in strong position to ease Covid-19
restrictions further, in view of Singapore's high
vaccination rates and the less severe Omicron
variant. However, unlike some European nations
like the United Kingdom which have announced
a relaxation of precautionary measures, the local
experts advocated a more cautious approach
which kept to a middle ground, which was in line
with the calibrated adjustments announced back
in late 2021.

Most countries have now accepted that eradicating
COVID-19 is impossible. The emergence of new
variants could impact how the pandemic continues
to turn up. The Delta variant has shown that an
elimination strategy is no longer viable. The highly
transmissible Omicron variant has also posed
challenges to easing COVID-19 measures, spurring
further border restrictions in some countries.

As people find repeated lockdowns and strict
quarantines draining, communities need to find a
way to learn how to adapt and live with COVID-19
when the virus continues to persist.

History has shown that pandemics do eventually
end; as sufficient numbers of people develop
immunity, viruses cannot find new hosts to replicate
in. Only one human disease, smallpox, has ever
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been completely eradicated. Other diseases like
influenza, measles, and cholera became endemic
over time. These diseases were kept in check by
vaccines and medical treatments.

Tightening and loosening restrictions have their
own benefits and trade-offs. As countries explore
solutions, academics encourage governments to
collaborate and share available resources. Better
utilisation of tools to manage the pandemic, such
as vaccinations, masks and ventilation might assist
the world to get back on its feet as quickly and as
safely as possible.

As more countries transition to COVID-19
endemicity, continuing efforts are required

to address vaccine inequity, enhance health
system capacities, and strengthen public health
preparedness in view of potential emergent strains
and waning vaccine immunities.

Want to know more about how
countries hope to move forward?

» The Omicron Variant

» The Future of COVID-19 Vaccines

» Generation COVID-19
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https://royalsociety.org/science-events-and-lectures/2021/11/living-with-COVID-19/
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/listen/heart-matter/COVID-19-vaccinations-kids-aged-5-11-unpacking-data-parental-fears-and-social-pressures-2322511
https://www.thelancet.com/article/S0140-6736(20)32007-9/fulltext
https://news.smu.edu.sg/news/2021/09/29/COVID-19-has-significantly-changed-singapores-commuting-patterns
https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/health/singapore-in-strong-position-to-ease-restrictions-further-experts
https://www.dw.com/en/countries-are-relaxing-restrictions-after-omicron-spikes/a-60450812
https://www.reuters.com/world/schools-return-amid-omicron-havoc-hopes-flicker-2022-01-10/
https://www.moh.gov.sg/newsroom/calibrated-adjustments-in-stabilisation-phase_8nov2021
https://www.economist.com/briefing/2021/10/16/how-the-world-learns-to-live-with-covid-19
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/10/05/zero-covid-strategies-abandoned-in-the-face-of-the-delta-variant.html
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2021/12/01/asia-pacific/china-covid-zero-omicron/
https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/from-plague-to-polio-how-do-pandemics-end
https://asm.org/Articles/2020/March/Disease-Eradication-What-Does-It-Take-to-Wipe-out
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2666776221001988
https://www.bmj.com/content/375/bmj-2021-067508
https://www.bmj.com/content/375/bmj-2021-067508
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-03562-8
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20211201-what-will-the-next-generation-of-covid-19-vaccines-be-like
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/singapore/big-read-COVID-19-young-people-millenials-generation-z-future-2311476
https://www.mckinsey.com/Videos/video?vid=6233052089001&plyrid=HkOJqCPWdb&aid=56CFE93E-67A1-451D-B5CB-4D3286947974

