
 

 

Portuguese COVID-19 vaccination program 

 

Phase 1 started on 27 Dec, but only few vaccines were available at the time. Distribution problems 

around Europe generally, and an attempt to centrally control the allocation of doses by the European 

Commission didn't help the availability of doses here or in many other EU countries. Furthermore, 

the European Medical Agency (EMA) was typically slower than the UK to validate and authorize 

vaccines for use, preventing a sustainable rollout rhythm. But the vaccination program continued 

following the government's plan to protect the most vulnerable, front-line workers and those in care 

homes where the transmission rate was unacceptable.  

 

Portugal was controlling the virus, but the lifting of the Christmas travel restrictions let the far more 

transmissible “UK variant” in the door (Kent mutation), quickly swamping the medical and 

government response mechanisms.  An explosion of COVID cases ensued, the daily mortality rate 

went through the roof and the vaccination rhythm remained hampered by the paucity of doses 

available. Those choosing to equate the PT/UK situations at this time would have seen the “home-

grown” Oxford/AstraZeneca vaccine approved by the UK Medicines and Healthcare products 

Regulatory Agency (MHRA) and then being administered in parallel with the in-circulation 

Pfizer/BioNTech vaccine. However, relative context, regulation, country size and population 

density precluded any meaningful comparison. 

 

On 3 Feb, after irregularities were discovered in the administration of vaccines in the Hospital da 

Cruz Vermelha, Francisco Ramos the president of the hospital's Executive Committee, resigned.  At 

the time he was the leader of the Task Force for COVID vaccination but progress news was very hard 

to come by.  His deputy, Vice Admiral Enrique Gouveia e Melo, was immediately appointed to lead 

the Task force. A serving officer in the Portuguese Navy with stacks of operational experience, 

including being the EUMARFOR (EU Maritime Force) Commander from 2017, he became the 

Deputy for Planning Coordination in the General Staff of the Portuguese Armed Forces in 2020. This 

latter (current) post consolidates his operational and planning career making him the perfect leader 

of the country's vaccination task force, working under the Minister for Health. A military operation 

ensued, full of logistics, negotiation and planning for war, the invisible enemy being COVID-19. The 

public waited for action and finally it became transparent and is fast gaining momentum as vaccine 

availability and delivery is catching up. 

 

Last week, the Vice Admiral announced that the latest vaccination rate of circa 22,000 doses/day 

would need to increase to 100,000 doses/day through the end of Mar and Apr, coincident with the 

arrival of more doses and the plan for 70% of the adult population to be fully vaccinated, for “Herd 

Immunity”, before the end of summer. Around 2.35 million doses (believed to be Pfizer and Moderna) 

are expected by 31 Mar, followed by 9M doses in Qtr 2. Newly approved by the EMA, we eagerly 

await delivery of the Janssen vaccine – only 1 jab required – whilst the WHO Committee of Experts 

debates (16 Mar) the safety of the AstraZeneca/Oxford vaccine which has been pulled from 

distribution by more than 12 countries, including Portugal, as fear of associated blood clots is fully 

investigated. The Task Force will need to adapt rapidly if they are to avoid delays to their plans. 

 

More positively, a fleet of 50 mobile vaccination lorries were also commissioned last week, accessing 

those in isolated areas, or with limited personal mobility. Starting in the North, they expect to service 

some 25,000 members of the Portuguese population. The military-style operation is growing. 



 

 

 

“Despite a slow start, and the latest blow over the Oxford/AstraZeneca vaccine, Portugal has 11.46 

persons per 100 vaccinated, with at least one dose, which puts it ahead of the EU average of 11.42 

persons per 100. 

 

Strict handling by the Government and “Lockdown” confinement (“Fica em Casa”) has reduced the 

mortality rate drastically, and the number in intensive care beds is very close to the “magical” 200 

figure, set as the current head mark. We must now let the Task Force run the vaccination program 

alongside the phased, zoned deconfinement measures whilst staying safe and keeping our masks on.  

Compliance is pivotal, common sense even more important. 

 

When will I be vaccinated?  To ensure correct capture of your medical profile within the SNS (= 

NHS) system, you must first confirm that it is up to date via direct contact with your surgery. Whether 

an SNS or private healthcare customer, after confirming your medical profile with you, your Dr will 

input the appropriate code into the SNS system. This code defines which phase of the vaccination 

rollout you will be in and relates directly to your medical health and age. Note that codes are being 

fed to medical staff as they become available. 
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