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History

With the emergence of Covid-19 came new scientific questions about the origins of

virus and vaccine technology. Indeed, Coronaviruses have a special attribute that makes the

common technology of “flu shots” not effective against it (Rodriguez et al., 2021, p. 2). There

had been 6 coronaviruses discovered before the latest pandemic since 2002, which had

already kickstarted the work for a functioning remedy. Therefore, the Covid-19 pandemic

accelerated this race for the development of a successful vaccine, as “similarities with other

coronaviruses [mean that] existing technologies can be deployed to speed the development of

new vaccines and treatments” (Chaplin, 2020, p.5).

While the WHO has led experimental clinical trials since December of 2019 (when

the virus was first clinically noticed), Western private pharmaceutical companies and

Non-Western governments (notably, Russia and China) are the ones to have found the most

widely known vaccines used in combating the pandemic today. Researchers around the globe

are also currently testing over 115 different vaccines, mostly in small clinical trials, with only

11 vaccines now abandoned (Zimmer et al., 2022, table 1). In Canada, only 6 of these

vaccines are approved (listed by vaccine and manufacturer) (Approved COVID-19 Vaccines,

2022) :

- Moderna Spikevax (ModernaTX, Inc.)

- Pfizer-BioNTech Comirnaty (BioNTech Manufacturing GmbH)

- AstraZeneca Vaxzevria (AstraZeneca Inc.)

- Johnson & Johnson (Janssen Inc.)

- Novavax Nuvaxovid (Novavax Inc.)

- Medicago Covifenz (Medicago Inc.)

An important aspect to notice in this list is that all of the manufacturers of these

vaccines are private Western corporations, and most of them are not Canadian (except

Medicago Inc., which will be touched upon further later). This then begs the question : How
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does Canada donate Covid-19 vaccines, and are private corporations the right solution to such

a widespread virus?

As it turns out, the most recent map representing the percentage of each country’s

vaccinated population (see Appendix I) resembles the one for the GDP per capita in 2020

(see Appendix II). Indeed, many of the most notable vaccines named earlier became a

political tool at the beginning of their rollout. While trials for such vaccines were being done

in Lower Income Countries (LICs), they were then being sold to the highest bidder. These

bidders were even, in most cases, over-purchasing doses, effectively hogging these necessary

resources. At the beginning of 2021, for example, Canada had “premarket commitments

covering more than nine doses per person” (Roope et al., 2021, p. 2). What happened was a

global vaccine inequity, with about 85% of Canadians having had at least one dose, while

only 10% of Africans can say the same (Boyd, 2022, par. 11). Therefore, Higher Income

Countries (HICs) have been pushed to donate vaccines, in order to contribute to Worldwide

efforts in stopping the pandemic, and Canada is not excluded from such efforts.

Main Geopolitical Agents

The Canadian Government : Doubtable Promises

As mentioned above, the Canadian Government has, along with many other global

leaders, “pledged to deliver 50 million [doses] directly along with enough cash for 150

million more by the end of [2022]” (Rabson, 2022, par. 2). Yet, in Canada’s case, this

information means that they are not able to donate tangible vaccines to other countries, but

rather need to buy it from a third party before conducting these donations. The first domestic

COVID-19 vaccine doses given to Canadians were administered on December 14th, 2020.

Since then, over 32 million people have received at least one dose, representing 88.8% of

Canadians over the age of 5 (COVID-19 vaccination coverage in Canada, 2022, table 1). Yet,

the biggest threat Canadians could face regarding COVID-19 at this moment would be the
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development of variants outside the country. Indeed, “it is necessary to achieve herd

immunity through vaccination globally in order to prevent [COVID-19] from continuing to

mutate, becoming more resistant to current vaccines and causing more periods of mass

fatality” (Moore, 2021, par. 11).

However, Canada still has a long way to go before arriving at the goal of over 200

million donated doses in 2022. As of today, 22.4% of the year has already gone by, and yet

less than 4.6% of the promised donations have been fulfilled by Trudeau’s administration.

Similarly, in February of 2021, when Canada found itself in the midst of yet another

wave of Covid-19, it imported vaccines offered by the COVAX initiative, despite

independently growing their vaccine reserves (BBC News, 2021, par. 1 to 5). Presently,

Canada is the only G7 country to have done so. In addition to the fact that they themselves

are a COVAX doner and that more than 10% of its population was already vaccinated at that

time, which was more than most countries, this action was seen as highly selfish and, in the

end, useless, as most canadians refused to get the Astrazeneca vaccine after May of 2021

(Rabson, 2021, par. 5). With the arrival of the Omicron variant in late-fall of 2021, vaccines

were, once more, re-concentrated towards Canada’s own populations, insisting on the

importance of Third doses. Many LIC leaders criticised this decision as well, as :

1. The Omicron variant itself is said to have been caused by a lack of proper vaccination

in Nigeria or South Africa, both having less than 30% of their total population fully

vaccinated, for the same causes mentioned above (Asadu, 2021, par 3).

2. In only 3 months of distributing them, Canada had reached more than 17 million third

doses, yet had only sent 12.7 million doses overseas in total in 2021, most of them

being leftover AstraZeneca that HICs saw as less valuable (Boyd, 2022, table 2).

When it comes to domestic vaccine development, the Federal government had

initially been very active in donations to such developments, investing 1.3 billion dollars in

2021 in 29 different vaccine development facilities (Tsekouras, 2022, par. 12). Yet, Canada
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had yet to approve such vaccines within its own borders, let alone to try to get them approved

world-wide. Nonetheless, on March 3rd, 2022, Health Canada finally approved its first

domestic vaccine : Medicago Covifenz, a plant-based vaccine established in Quebec City

(Nelson, 2022, par. 2). Its innovative technology could mean more effective and

easily-produced vaccines, as it would mostly use greenhouses and fields rather than the usual

“specialized cell culture growth media and actual bioreactors” (English, 2022, par. 8). Despite

this win, Canada is still discussing the issue of international approbation with the WHO, the

main issue being Medicago Inc’s ties to Philip Morris, a tobacco company, as the WHO has

“very strict policies on partnering with tobacco and arms companies” (Snowdon Smith, 2022,

par. 2). Therefore, mass international distribution of Medicago’s Covifenz seems very

unlikely, even more so as a donation through COVAX, which is partly administered by the

WHO.

Therefore, Canada's role in vaccine distribution focuses on its riches as a G7 country,

yet is faced with the reality of not truly being able to donate first-handedly, the impacts of

which the Federal Government needs to balance between domestic and foreign vaccination.

Another alternative to Covid donations could be an independent distribution of Medicago’s

Covifenz donations, but this would also take a lot of investment, work and time. It all boils

down to how determined Canada is to help the world fight Covid-19.

The WHO : A Global Adviser?

First and foremost, the World Health Organisation (WHO) has had a massive and

critical role throughout this latest pandemic, notably as an adviser for restrictions and a

vaccine evaluator. With the rise of Xenophobia and Asian hate crimes due to the pandemic,

they also pushed against misinformation and “linking communicable diseases to specific

geographic regions” (American Psychological Association, 2020, par. 3).
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Yet, their biggest role in the pandemic up to date has been global vaccine distribution.

Accordingly, Canada is not the only one to blame in its underwhelming global vaccine

distribution. As many of the country’s donations are done through the COVAX initiative, the

WHO also has a hand in its issues, as its co-leader. At the beginning of this initiative in 2020,

many HICs started donating vaccines through pre-orders. Yet, the WHO and COVAX quickly

started meeting problems, notably in delays, miscommunications and more errors due to

faulty administration (Guarascio & Rigby, 2022, par. 23). In addition, donors themselves

could benefit from the donations, which led to massive wastes in vaccines, especially of

Astrazeneca vaccines in Canada (Rabson, 2021, par. 5).

Through this initiative’s goal for vaccine equity, it has been criticised for their lack of

transparency and “its incapacity to deliver on its promises” (Storeng et al., 2021, p. 14). Yet,

Canada continued to donate vaccines through its services, with them helping with 21 out of

the 27 foreign vaccine distributions between July 4th, 2021 and February 16th, 2022

(Canada’s international vaccine donations, 2022, table 1) (see Appendix III). On top of it all,

the emergence of the BA.2 variant in Asia and Europe serves as a reminder that this

pandemic is far from over, which puts the WHO in a capricious position. Their current focus

on the sciences behind this variant could be useful in the future, but this focus does little to

help LICs in need of more vaccines (COVAX: A broken promise for vaccine equity, 2022, par.

3 to 5). Now more than ever, their past failures are being felt throughout the world.

For the future of the WHO and its coalition with Canada Covid-wise, the biggest issue

is the recognition of Medicago’s vaccine. In addition to its connections with Philip Morris,

Medicago has not proven itself as effective as most of the vaccines currently approved

(Khandekar, 2022, par. 9). Still, as the world’s first plant-based Covid-19 vaccines, it could

be a powerful and easily-manufactured alternative to current vaccines (Gretler, 2022, par. 4).
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Bangladesh : A Mini Case Study

On December 19th, 2021, Canada sent its biggest donated vaccine shipment yet. It

was composed of over 2.2 million doses of the AstraZeneca vaccine, sent directly from its

manufacturer in Baltimore, United States, to Bangladesh. Albeit this great achievement,

many current events and affairs create blockades regarding this issue.

First, while Canada has a population of 4.24 people per square kilometre, Bangladesh

has one of 1265, meaning its population’s density is 298 times stronger. In the current

context, this means greater chances of COVID spreading (Szmigiera, 2022 table 1). In

addition, Bangladesh’ GDP per capita is ranked 149 out of 193 countries, meaning resources

are more scarce as well (Koop, 2021, table 4). On the one hand, Bangladesh has a Political

Stability Index of -0.92 (from -2.5 to 2.5), a Fragile State Index of 85 (from 0 to 120) and a

Human Development Index of 0.63 (from 0 to 1), yet they have all drastically improved since

2014 (The Global Economy, 2020, tables 82, 345, 386) . In brief, although Bangladesh has

overall improved over the past decade, it is still a place of instability and poor resources. This

meant a need for vaccines in Bangladesh, as cases would spike during waves, leading to

massive amounts of deaths, most of which are undocumented (Akanda & Ahmed, 2020, p. 4).

During August of 2021, Bangladesh, along with other LICs, accordingly became a

country open for the race of vaccine equity. While, during the first half of 2021, vaccines

were mostly distributed and monopolised by Western countries, such as the US and the UK,

other Non-Western global superpowers were developing vaccines of their own. Therefore,

during this time, Bangladesh relied on the COVAX initiative for their vaccines, which turned

out to be very unsatisfactory. Then, when Russia, China and India developed their own

vaccines, LICs like Bangladesh started negotiating lower-cost vaccines with them. This itself

became a race, while both sides started donating massive amounts of vaccines to keep

demands high on both sides (Liu & Chung, 2021, par. 3 to 6). In Bangladesh, fist-dose

vaccination rates jumped from 3.7% on July 24th to 24.5% on October 24th. In 2022, this
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race continues, as of February 22nd, 62.8% of Bangladeshis have their first dose. (Ritchie et

al., 2022, table 1). Through this push, though, many Bangladeshis have started doubting the

safety of vaccines, along with many people around the globe. This has led to dangerous

situations, notably two major Facebook groups supporting the Canadian Trucker Convoy

being run by groups located in Bangladesh (Collins, 2022, par. 4).

Yet, Canada’s role in Bangladesh is currently minimal at best. With their donations

currently only representing 0.98% of Bangladesh’s total vaccines, what seems like a big

donation from Canada is quite small compared to other countries’ participation in

Bangladesh’s efforts to counter Covid-19. Still, the possible widespread approval of Canada’s

new vaccine could mean better direct help in the future, but only if Canada is able to

convince other countries of its efficacy and security. Currently, Canada is still the only

country where Medicago’s vaccine is approved (Medicago: COVID19 Vaccine Tracker, 2022,

Table 1).

‌ In conclusion, with the rise of the BA.2 Omicron variant, vaccination rates must be

pushed up, especially in LICs with high rates of people per capita, such as Bangladesh. Yet,

with the privatisation of many vaccines and the hoarding this comes with, as well as the

misinformation pushing large rates of mistrust for vaccines (especially those manufactured in

China, India and Russia), vaccination rates have become unsteady (Rauf, 2022, par. 3;

Nogrady, 2021, par. 1). It is therefore in Canada’s best interest to continue to donate vaccines

to countries such as Bangladesh in whatever way possible. The arrival of Medicago’s vaccine

would be a more direct way to help in this effort, yet this vaccine is still very recent in the

market. Without recognition from the WHO, it would be harder for Canada to convince the

international community that Medicago is worth investing in and accepting donations.
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Future Developments

Regarding the future of foreign COVID-19 vaccine donations from Canada,

especially after the Omicron wave, it is likely that Canada will ramp up distribution. As more

than 75% of Canadians are in favour of such policies, it is unlikely that Canadians themselves

will oppose such moves (Colledge, 2022, par. 1). With recent critiques from LICs added to

the problem, the Trudeau administration will most probably take the Idealist route towards

better vaccine equity. The probable long-term outcome could possibly just be a repetition of

this past Omicron wave yet again at the next one : promises towards foreign donations being

reversed once Canadians need their fourth dose.

Another outcome that would be less likely is an acceptance of the Russian, Indian and

Chinese vaccines throughout Canada, which, in most cases, cost less (between 2 and 10$

each) than the widely used Moderna (30$) and Pfizer (20$) vaccines. This would mean better

vaccination equity around the globe, as Western-based manufacturers have inflated their

prices, even for LICs (Terry, 2021, par. 15 to 24).

Medicago’s Covifenz vaccine may shine a new light on Canada. If accepted, this

vaccine could not only be sold on the international market, but also used in distributing

vaccine donations, through the COVAX initiative or independently, to the countries that need

it the most, many of which are LICs. The vaccine’s standing as the first plant-based Covid

vaccine could also help attract new investors, as this technology is innovative and is less

likely to lead to the current production issues (Plant-Based Vaccines?, 2022, par. 7).

However, the WHO’s reticence to recognize it could lead to an international restraint against

the vaccine. For now, Canada can only continue to pressure the WHO, insisting on the

urgency of the situation in the rise of the BA.2 variant (Stupidity: WHO May Reject

Medicago, 2022, par. 15-16).

Yet, when it comes to the infamous COVAX initiative, it is still unclear what will be

the outcome of their mission. On the one hand, on February 23rd, 2022, COVAX exceeded
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demand for the first time, leading to a global vaccinated population rate of 64.2% as of

February 25th, 2022. This brings an optimistic view that the WHO may indeed vaccinate

70% of the population by June of 2022, as promised (Guarascio & Rigby, 2022, par. 5; World

Health Organisation, 2021, par. 6). On the other hand, COVAX remains a procurement-based

initiative, meaning it continues to hold major issues regarding distribution. Therefore, even if

Canada boosts its donations to meet its promises, distribution errors that have happened in the

past could happen once more (Akhtar, 2022, par. 17). There are two solutions to this : major

efforts and help from HICs, which seem slightly unlikely (What is COVAX, 2021, par. 20);

and a reform of the entire initiative, which, albeit its even bigger unlikeliness, has been

discussed in the past within academic circles (de Bolle, 2021, par. 1).

Therefore, Canada is faced with a choice : will it continue to support the COVAX

initiative, despite its criticisms and failures, or will it focus on a new way to support

vaccination in LICs, perhaps taking the matter of Medicago’s international recognition and

distribution into their own hands?
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Appendix

I. Share of Population Receiving at Least One Dose (Holder, 2022, table 1)

II. GDP per capita, 2020 (Oxford Martin School, 2020, table 1)
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III. Canada’s International Vaccine Donations

A. Bi-Latteral Mechanism

B. COVAX Mechanism
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