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In May 2003, the 56th World Health Assembly (WHA) 
recommended influenza vaccination for all people at high risk 
defined as the elderly and persons with underlying diseases [1]. The 
WHA countries, including all European Union (EU) Member States, 
also committed to the goal of attaining vaccination coverage of the 
elderly population of at least 50% by 2006 and 75% by 2010 
and to having mechanisms for monitoring the uptake [1]. To date 
there has been no published survey on how successful European 
countries have been in implementing this WHA resolution. 

According to the Statistical Office of the European Communities 
(Eurostat), 84.6 million EU citizens, 17.1% of the EU population, 
are currently aged 65 years or older. It is estimated that by 2010 
as many as 86.7 million people will be in this age group. If EU 
countries are to achieve the 75% vaccination coverage rate, this will 
correspond to vaccinating approximately 65 million people [2].

The Vaccine European New Integrated Collaboration Effort 
(VENICE, http://venice.cineca.org/) project was launched in January 
2006. Funded by the European Commission and supported by the 
EU Member States and the European Centre for Disease Prevention 
and Control (ECDC) it has established a network of experts who work 
with national immunisation programmes as national ‘gatekeepers’ 
in every EU country plus Iceland and Norway. The project carries 
out several activities, including performing surveys and undertaking 
scientific research in the field of public health regarding vaccination 
policies and performance for a number of infections [3] . 

In late 2007 at the request of ECDC the project members 
undertook a survey of national influenza immunisation programmes, 
policies and performance in Europe. This was a collaborative study 
between the ECDC, the VENICE project and the EU and European 
Economic Area (EEA) countries. Each country had previously 
identified and enrolled gatekeepers responsible for conducting all 
VENICE surveys internally within the countries and for liaising with 
the ministries of health. Data presented in this paper is released 
ahead of the main reports because the results are relevant to the 

annual vaccination campaigns in Europe which are presently 
underway ahead of the 2008-9 winter epidemics with elderly 
people being the largest target group.*

Methods
A standardised questionnaire was used to collect information 

describing seasonal influenza vaccination policies and performance 
during the 2006-7 influenza season in Europe. The various 
objectives of the study, the methods and the results are described 
in detail in an article submitted to Eurosurveillance and in a formal 
report to be published on the website of the European surveillance 
network for vigilance against viral resistance (VIRGIL) [4,5]. Some 
of the data items were collected to obtain the most recent estimates 
of the levels of seasonal influenza immunisation among the elderly. 

F i g u r e  1
Vaccination coverage for seasonal influenza vaccine in the elderly 
(65 years and older) in EU and EEA countries, season 2006-2007 
(data from VENICE survey and other sources, as of March 2008)
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From pandemic preparedness report (2007)

Vaccination coverage estimated through telephone surveys
(University of Zurich)

Recommended WHO target for 2010

Data not available for: Bulgaria,Cyprus, Estonia, Greece, Iceland, Latvia, Malta
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Data were obtained from national sources as made available by 
the national gatekeepers. Each country then validated the results 
and ensured that the ministries of health were aware of the overall 
results by sending them the full report [5].  

Results
Data on influenza vaccine uptake in the elderly were available for 

19 countries out of the 29 members of VENICE. The remaining 10 
countries reported that they had not collected such data. For seven 
of these countries, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Estonia, Greece, Iceland, 
Latvia and Malta, no other sources of data were available. For 
two, Austria and the Czech Republic, data could be obtained from 
telephone surveys conducted by the University of Zurich [6]. For 
Norway data were available from a published national pandemic 
preparedness self-assessment undertaken with ECDC [7]. As a 
result, data on immunisation coverage in the elderly were available 
for 22 European countries (Figure 1).  

Only one country, the Netherlands, reached the WHA 2010 target 
of 75% coverage in the elderly and another, the United Kingdom, 
was just below this target at 74%. Further nine countries met the 
2006 target of 50%. However, the remaining eleven countries (half 
of those for which data were available) failed to pass the 2006 
target of 50% coverage in 2006-7. A number of countries are doing 
especially poorly, many of them countries that joined the European 
Union more recently. 

Discussion
The results show that the likelihood that an elderly European 

citizen is immunised against influenza is related to his or her 
country of residence.

The reasons for such wide variations in vaccination uptake are 
not clear. This information was not sought in our study. Further 
research is needed to determine underlying reasons.

Comparison with an earlier published survey with data from 
2000-2001 shows encouraging increases for seven countries over 
the six years (Figure 2). However it has been suggested that as 
countries reach higher levels the total rates plateau at or below 

75% [8]. This suggestion is supported by the telephone surveys 
conducted by the University of Zurich using the same methodology 
for six seasons and five countries: France, Germany, Italy, Spain 
and the UK [6]. 

Comparison of our data for 2006-7 with the figures for North 
America where the United States (US) coverage in the elderly 
for the same season was estimated to be 65.6% [9] indicates 
that while some European countries are doing better than the US, 
Europe as a whole is lagging behind. 

It should also be recalled that the 75% target is entirely arbitrary. 
The immunisation strategy for preventing human seasonal influenza 
aims at protecting vulnerable individuals rather than trying to 
achieve herd immunity and reduce transmission in the community 
[10]. Some groups are more likely to develop severe disease and die 
as a result of influenza infection and ECDC estimates that at least 
40,000 deaths in Europe annually, many of these in the elderly, 
are attributable directly or indirectly to influenza [11]. With that in 
mind the only real target for risk groups should be at or approaching 
100%. It is of equal concern that while in 2000-1 season, 14 out of 
23 European countries could monitor the coverage in the elderly, six 
years later this number had only increased to 19 out of 29. The fact 
that ten European countries still do not have any system in place 
with which to estimate uptake in this high risk group is worrying 
and suggests that Europe will struggle to achieve the WHA target 
for 2010 or even to produce good statistics for all its countries. 
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