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                              Enquiries: Prof B Schoub 
        E-mail: barry.schoub@gmail.com  

  
      
 INTERNAL MEMO 
 

Date: 7th February 2021 

To: Minister ZL Mkhize,  

Honourable Minister of Health 
From: Ministerial Advisory Committee 

(MAC) on COVID-19 Vaccines 

    

ADVISORY 

DEVELOPMENTS AROUND INDICATIONS THAT ASTRA-ZENECA COVID 19 VACCINE MAY BE 

DEFICIENT IN ITS PROTECTIVITY AGAINST THE 501Y.V2 VARIANT VIRUS 

  

Problem Statement 

Background 

• In vitro laboratory studies carried out using both a pseudo-virus assay as well as a live 
virus assay have worryingly demonstrated total abrogation of neutralisation by first wave 
post-infection and post-vaccination antibodies against the 501Y.v2 variant. 

• In 50% of the sera, neutralising activity was absent, and in the remaining 50%, 
neutralising activity was seriously reduced against the 501Y.v2 variant. 

• To date, some 4000 cases of second infections between the first and second waves 
have been collected and work is ongoing to establish whether the second wave 
breakthroughs were due to the 501Y.v2 variant. 

 
 

Points considered 

• In vitro studies in the USA using a construct with the three relevant receptor binding 
domain mutations, have demonstrated that post-vaccination sera from the two mRNA 
vaccines retain reduced but significant neutralising activity against the 501Y.v2 variant. 

• There is no data on in-vivo efficacy against 501Y.v2 variant with the two mRNA 
vaccines, as they have not featured in rollouts with these vaccines. 

• In-vivo vaccine efficacy against the 501Y.v2 variant with the Novovax vaccine trial 
showed a marked reduction to less than 50%, and with the Johnson & Johnson vaccine, 
efficacy with a single dose regimen was 57%. 

• Data on in-vivo efficacy against the 501Y.v2 variant is due to be released on Monday 
8th February. 

• A high-level consultative meeting of the technical working group of the MAC will be held 
on Monday, 8th February. This will consist of local and international experts in the field 
to develop a considered advisory on the way forward 

• There is insufficient data to assess the efficacy of any of the vaccines with regard to 
protection against serious infection and hospitalization with the 501Y.v2 variant. 
 

 

 



MAC-VACCINES Advisory #2: COVAX Facility – expedition of National Treasury requirements 
 Page 2 of 2 

 
 
 
Recommendations 

• In view of the uncertainty regarding the efficacy of the AstraZeneca vaccine, it is 
recommended that the roll-out of this vaccine be suspended pending the release of data 
of the in-vivo efficacy against the 501.v2 variant. The high-level working group will 
discuss in depth implications of the data and information with respect to the advisability 
of rolling out at AstraZeneca vaccine will be forthcoming 

• In the meantime, it is strongly recommended that urgent steps be taken to acquire 
alternate vaccines to replace the AstraZeneca vaccine, should the decision be taken to 
not use it for the vaccine rollout. 

 

 

 

Thank you for consideration of this request. 

 

Kind regards, 

 

 
 
 

PROFESSOR BARRY SCHOUB 

CHAIRPERSON: MINISTERIAL ADVISORY COMMITTEE ON COVID-19 VACCINES 

DATE: 18 March 2021 

 

CC:  

» Dr S Buthelezi (Director-General) 

» Dr T Pillay (Deputy Director-General: Health Regulations and Compliance 

Management) 

 

 

 

 

Notes on the reasons for retrospective submission of this advisory: 

• This advisory was finalised on the 7th of February, of which NDoH officials were aware 
of. 

• It was never submitted as a formal advisory at the time as the VMAC was made aware 
that the AZ vaccines were to be sold to other country/ies in the African Union. 

• In hindsight, to ensure that there is a proper paper trail, this advisory is retrospectively 
being formally submitted to regularise the information conveyed in the advisory.  

• As it is only being submitted retrospectively, it was signed off on the date that the 
Committee recommended that it be submitted retrospectively to the NDoH, which was 
at the VMAC meeting on the 18th of March 2021.  

 


