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A catastrophic fourth wave of the COVID-19 pandemic in Romania raised international concern due to a rapid surge in the number of infections and the high associated mortality. A country of approximately 19 million inhabitants, Romania recorded close to 20,000 daily infections, with more than 500 daily deaths, by mid-October 2021 (1). Consequently, the WHO sent experts to Romania to evaluate the ongoing situation, including the status of the COVID-19 vaccination campaign, and to help with an action plan. Here, we provide explanations for this dramatic reality using information from previously published academic analyses, the authors' personal involvement in the Romanian COVID-19 mitigation efforts, and press articles which describe the evolution of the pandemic in Romania.

Similar to other EU countries, COVID-19 vaccines (both mRNA- and adenovirus-based) have been widely available to Romanians (2). Vaccination began on 27 December 2020, after emergency use authorization was granted by the European Medicines Agency (2). At the time, national surveys were indicating that only around 30% of Romanians would be willing to receive a vaccine against COVID-19. During the first few months, the vaccination campaign progressed as planned, but then it stalled. By the surge of the fourth wave, only ≈30% of Romanians were fully immunized, one of the lowest COVID-19 vaccination coverages in Europe, and the main reason for this epidemiological crisis (1). The factors driving this failure are multiple and intricate: (a) economic and social, with incomplete implementation of prevention measures and premature relaxation of restrictions, politically-driven and unsupported by the progress of the vaccination campaign; (b) insufficient support for the vaccination campaign, which was not linked to other preventive actions, lacked appropriate funding and resources, and only received minimal backing from top governmental authorities (3); (c) a hyper-politicization of COVID-19 public health measures, in the context of two rounds of general and local elections, plus internal elections in several major political parties, which resulted in a triumphalist rather than realistic assessment of the epidemic, inducing a false sense of security in the general public (4); (d) Chronic governmental instability, which, even prior to the pandemic, severely eroded people's trust in state authorities: over the last 6 years alone, Romania had eight prime ministers (average tenure: 273 days) and ten health ministers (average tenure: 218 days) (5); (e) in March 2020, the then newly-appointed government implemented severe restrictions during the lockdown and state of emergency (including mandatory hospitalization of asymptomatic cases), leading to a general uproar and constant transgressions of the prevention rules (6); (f) insufficient testing and tracking, resulting in disease underdiagnosis and incorrect assessments of the prevalence levels in the population, and of the main routes of viral spread (2); (g) throughout the pandemic, under the pretext of presenting “balanced viewpoints”, major news outlets generously featured representatives of the anti-vaccine movement and conspiracy theory advocates almost on a daily basis (7); (h) a high proportion of healthcare professionals refused vaccination (8); (i) the lack of administrative and judicial sanctions for perpetrators of misinformation, particularly those with academic credentials and medical degrees, contributed to a general mistrust of epidemic control measures that was deeply embedded in public perception; (j) relatedly, there was an absence of systematic consultations with major stakeholders in society, particularly academics and religious institutions and faith-based communities (9). As >80% of Romanians adhere to the Romanian Orthodox Church (ROC), harnessing the influence of the ROC could have greatly enhanced the outcomes of public health measures. However, throughout the pandemic, few, if any, consultations between state authorities and ROC representatives occurred, often leading to mixed responses (9). Indeed, very few influential bishops publicly endorsed vaccination.

As an overall result, public trust was catastrophically eroded, with the consequence that Romania entered the fourth epidemic wave with no restrictions, an insufficiently vaccinated population, and a completely divided society. In addition to these factors, some chronic deficiencies relating to both medical and socio-political factors contributed to this perfect storm. First, Romania has the lowest healthcare GDP expenditure per capita in the EU, and the healthcare system was severely underprepared for the pandemic (6). Second, political instability led to multiple inconsistencies in healthcare policies, including the absence of a legislative framework for vaccinations (10). This instability is also reflected in the education sector, which was also subject to multiple reforms over the last 30 years, with unavoidable consequences on public education. Furthermore, emigration of educated professionals has been massive and constant over the last 30 years (11). Altogether, these factors contribute to one of the lowest vaccination coverages for vaccine-preventable diseases in Europe, with recurrent outbreaks such as the severe measles epidemic of 2016 (6, 10).

By the time COVID-19 vaccines became available, all these issues had remained unaddressed, while realistic and balanced public debates on the benefits of a successful vaccination campaign were long overdue (2). As such, any attempts to reach the necessary vaccination coverage were severely hindered.

The catastrophic fourth wave of the COVID-19 pandemic in Romania tragically illustrates the impending need to address vaccine hesitancy in the general population, as well as preparing the healthcare system to successfully respond to a national emergency.

One of the masterpieces of the new wave of Romanian cinema is called Too Late. Indeed, in Romania, the fourth wave of the COVID-19 pandemic has generated a tragedy that the country acknowledged, sadly, too late.
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