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1. Welcome and introduction
The Director-General for Health and Food Safety welcomed the Senior Level Health Security
Committee (HSC) to this ad hoc meeting to discuss the new strain of the SARS-CoV-2 virus, NB.1.8.1.
The Director-General reminded participants that a call for applications for the designation of an EU
Reference Lab for Public Health for respiratory viruses, including COVID-19 has been launched which
can help improve the situation through its monitoring, alert notification, and support in outbreak
response activities as well as virus characterization.

2. Overview of the COVID-19 situation

The World Health Organization (WHO) gave an update on the COVID-19 situation globally, showing
increases in test positivity across several regions including the West Pacific, South-East Asia and
Eastern Mediterranean. This increase seems to coincide with increases in the proportion of the
NB1.8.1 variant. WHO stressed the importance of routine wastewater monitoring and surveillance for
detecting the circulation of SARS-CoV-2 variants. WHO is undertaking risk evaluation for several
variants under monitoring, in addition to variants of interest. For the NB1.8.1 variant, the WHO's risk
evaluation indicates there is no additional public health risk in comparison with other co-circulating
variants, with low confidence due to the level of data currently available.

3. Epidemiological overview of the COVID-19 situation in the EU/EEA
The European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC) provided an epidemiological
overview of the COVID-19 situation in the EU/EEA. There has been a slow increase in SARS-CoV-2
activity from low levels have been observed in many countries in recent weeks. No significant impact
has been noted so far on deaths and hospitalization. However, population immunity has most likely
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fallen following a winter of low SARS-CoV-2 circulation, which may lead to changes of these two
indicators of disease severity. In the EU/EEA, NB1.8.1 is circulating at low proportions but ECDC
expects it to increase in the coming months. However, there seems to be no significant impact on
vaccine effectiveness against severe disease.

ECDC stressed that sequencing volumes have decreased since the acute phase of the COVID-19
pandemic, with countries not sequencing at levels suitable to detect variants circulating at low
prevalence and recommends countries continue year-round surveillance. ECDC is developing new
guidance on adjusting the sequencing levels to ensure that the surveillance objectives are met which
is to be released by the end of 2025. ECDC reported that vaccination coverage is also suboptimal in
many countries, particularly for the vulnerable populations and recommends that risk groups,
including older adults, keep up to date with their COVID-19 vaccines, as per national
recommendations, to protect them against severe disease.

4. Update on COVID-19 vaccines
The European Medicines Agency (EMA) provided an update on COVID-19 vaccines, with the current
vaccines still proving to be effective in protecting against severe disease. EMA stressed the need to
maintain vaccination efforts of vulnerable groups as vaccination coverage is down in many parts of
Europe and to continue with vaccine effectiveness studies to gather information on the vaccines. EMA
is working with vaccine manufacturers to update vaccines based on circulating variants LP8.1 and it is
assessing whether the new variants show resistance to antivirals.

DG HERA gave an overview about the existing and upcoming joint procurements for COVID-19
vaccines.

5. Conclusion
The Director-General for Health and Food Safety concluded discussions on the vaccination strategies,
including timelines and gaps, suggesting tackling this topicin a more in-depth discussion in the General
Working Group of the Health Security Committee.
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