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BioNTech CEO says vaccine likely to
protect against severe COVID from
Omicron
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Ugur Sahin, CEO and co-founder of German biotech firm BioNTech, is interviewed by journalists in Marburg,
Germany Sept. 17, 2020. (REUTERS)

FRANKFURT — BioNTech and Pfizer’s COVID-19 vaccine will likely offer
strong protection against any severe disease from the new Omicron virus
variant, BioNTech’s Chief Executive told Reuters, as the firm weighs the
need to upgrade its commonly used shot.

Lab tests are underway over the next two weeks to analyze the blood of
people who had two or three doses of BioNTech’s Comirnaty vaccine to see
if antibodies found in that blood inactivate Omicron, shedding light on
whether new vaccines are needed.

“We think it’s likely that people will have substantial protection against
severe disease caused by Omicron,” said BioNTech CEO and co-founder
Ugur Sahin. He specified severe disease as requiring hospital or intensive
care.

EDITORS' PICK MOST READ

TECHNOLOGY
Take the best photos of
your life with the new
vivo Y76 5G now available

NEWSINFO
Gov’t warned vs easing
NCR’s COVID-19 alert level
too early amid Omicron

TECHNOLOGY
Complete your Christmas
shopping with up to 75%
off on devices at vivo’s Big
Christmas Sale on Shopee

NEWSINFO
Tropical depression
outside PAR now a
tropical storm; to enter
PH on Dec 14

NEWSINFO
Magnitude 5.3 quake hits
Calatagan, shakes parts of
Luzon; expect aftershocks

BUSINESS
RLC Residences bags
multiple recognitions at
the 2021 FIABCI
Philippines Property &
Real Estate Awards

Subscribe to our daily newsletter

Your e-mail address Sign me up

By providing an email address. I agree to the Terms of Use and  
acknowledge that I have read the Privacy Policy.

 SECTIONS Monday, December 13, 2021 TODAY'S PAPER 

https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/category/latest-stories/world-latest-stories
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/source/reuters
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/
https://opinion.inquirer.net/
https://sports.inquirer.net/
https://lifestyle.inquirer.net/
https://entertainment.inquirer.net/
https://business.inquirer.net/
https://technology.inquirer.net/
https://globalnation.inquirer.net/
https://technology.inquirer.net/113720/take-the-best-photos-of-your-life-with-the-new-vivo-y76-5g-now-available
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/1527225/expert-warns-vs-easing-ncrs-alert-level-status-too-early-amid-omicron-threat
https://technology.inquirer.net/113725/complete-your-christmas-shopping-with-up-to-75-off-on-devices-at-vivos-big-christmas-sale-on-shopee
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/1527261/tropical-depression-outside-par-now-a-tropical-storm-to-enter-ph-on-dec-14
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/1527233/magnitude-5-3-quake-hits-calatagan-in-batangas-expect-aftershocks-phivolcs
https://business.inquirer.net/336338/rlc-residences-bags-multiple-recognitions-at-the-2021-fiabci-philippines-property-real-estate-awards
https://technology.inquirer.net/113720/take-the-best-photos-of-your-life-with-the-new-vivo-y76-5g-now-available
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/1527225/expert-warns-vs-easing-ncrs-alert-level-status-too-early-amid-omicron-threat
https://technology.inquirer.net/113725/complete-your-christmas-shopping-with-up-to-75-off-on-devices-at-vivos-big-christmas-sale-on-shopee
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/1527261/tropical-depression-outside-par-now-a-tropical-storm-to-enter-ph-on-dec-14
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/1527233/magnitude-5-3-quake-hits-calatagan-in-batangas-expect-aftershocks-phivolcs
https://business.inquirer.net/336338/rlc-residences-bags-multiple-recognitions-at-the-2021-fiabci-philippines-property-real-estate-awards
https://services.inquirer.net/user-agreement/
https://services.inquirer.net/privacy-policy/
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/1522127/biontech-ceo-says-vaccine-likely-to-protect-against-severe-covid-from-omicron?utm_source=gallery&utm_medium=direct
https://www.inquirer.net/page-one-single/339435
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/1522127/biontech-ceo-says-vaccine-likely-to-protect-against-severe-covid-from-omicron?utm_source=gallery&utm_medium=direct
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/1522127/biontech-ceo-says-vaccine-likely-to-protect-against-severe-covid-from-omicron?utm_source=gallery&utm_medium=direct
https://www.inquirer.net/


Sahin added he expects the lab tests to show some loss of vaccine protection
against mild and moderate disease due to Omicron, but the extent of that
loss was hard to predict.

The biotech firm is speedily working on an upgraded version of its vaccine,
of which well over 2 billion doses have been delivered, although it remains
unclear whether that is needed, he added.

Sahin said getting a third vaccine shot known as a booster will likely confer
a layer of protection against Omicron infections of any severity compared to
those with just a two-shot course.

“To my mind, there’s no reason to be particularly worried. The only thing
that worries me at the moment is the fact that there are people that have
not been vaccinated at all,” Sahin added.

BioNTech’s guarded confidence contrasts with a sense of alarm conveyed by
the chief executive of rival vaccine maker Moderna, Stephane Bancel, who
has raised the prospect of a material drop in protection against the new
coronavirus lineage from current vaccines.

Sahin said antibodies brought about by vaccination could struggle to latch
on to the new virus lineage, but he added that t-cells, another line of
immune defense, were set to recognize the vast parts of Omicron’s spike
protein that remain unchanged.

While antibodies bind to viruses directly and prevent infections, longer-
lasting t-cells attack cells that have already been hijacked by the virus,
warding off viral replication and severe disease.

Pfizer and BioNTech have already created versions of their established
mRNA-based vaccine – based on the original virus found in China – to target
the so-called Alpha and Delta variants, with clinical trials continuing.

Those efforts are not meant to yield commercial products but to establish a
routine with regulators that will help speed up any future vaccine relaunch.

Sahin said that was why regulators would unlikely require testing on
human volunteers and an analysis of their immune reaction for any
Omicron-specific vaccine upgrade.

“The advantage is that we have been practicing this pit stop for months and
if we change tires for real we will be able to say we’ve demonstrated this
before for one variant and for two variants,” Sahin said.

He said he still expects a market launch with an initial batch of 25-50
million doses that would take about 100 days, provided regulators are
satisfied.

Sahin would not be drawn on whether Omicron will become as dominant
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as the Delta variant. “But even if, that in itself is no reason to panic,” he said.

The EU drug regulator said on Tuesday it could approve vaccines adapted to
target Omicron within three to four months if needed, but that existing
shots would continue to provide protection.
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