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The European Medicines Agency (EMA) has
approved the use of the monovalent mMRNA
vaccines of BioNTech/Pfizer and Moderna as a
primary vaccination in children from the age of
6 months. The Minister of Health, Welfare and
Sport has asked the Health Council of the
Netherlands whether there are patient groups
among children aged 6 months to 6 years who
are eligible for COVID-19 vaccination with an
MRNA vaccine. The Sub-Committee on
COVID-19 Vaccination has examined this
request for advice based on the fixed criteria
used by the Health Council in its advice on

vaccinations.

Burden of disease limited in children aged

6 months to 6 years

Most children aged between 6 months and 6
years have a minimal risk of developing severe
COVID-19. For children with serious underlying
medical conditions, this risk is higher but still low
in absolute terms. This includes, for example,

children with Down’s syndrome, heart disease,
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immune disorders or lung disease (other than

asthma).

A rare but very serious complication of
COVID-19 is the multisystem inflammatory
syndrome in children (MIS-C), which can also
occur in children without underlying medical
conditions. However, this syndrome is rare in
children under 6 years of age and has been
observed much less frequently during the period

dominated by Omicron than during periods

when earlier variants of the virus were dominant.

Since MIS-C is almost always observed during
the first infection and hardly ever in case of a
reinfection or after vaccination, the
Sub-Committee expects only a limited number
of children to be at risk of developing MIS-C
due to infection with the Omicron variant.

After all, most children have had a SARS-CoV-2
infection. Children may continue to have long-
term symptoms following a severe course of
COVID-19. However, there is not enough data

available on the occurrence of this so-called
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post-COVID syndrome in children aged 6

months to 6 years.

Effective and safe vaccine

Scientific studies show that the immune
response after vaccination with the BioNTech/
Pfizer or Moderna vaccine in children aged
between 6 months and 6 years is comparable to
that in older children and adolescents. Based on
the data for children aged 5 to 12 years, the
Sub-Committee expects the protective effect to
be short-lived. As of now, there are no
large-scale studies demonstrating the extent to
which vaccination actually protects children
aged 6 months to 6 years against COVID-19

or severe COVID-19. According to the
Sub-Committee, the experience gained so far
with the vaccination of young children with the
MRNA vaccines indicates that, although these
vaccines are sufficiently safe, they do cause
mild side effects such as pain at the injection
site, fatigue and headaches. But these side
effects are usually short-lived. To date, no cases

of myocarditis/pericarditis or other unexpected
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serious side effects have been reported from the
United States, where approximately 1 million
children aged 6 months to 6 years have been

vaccinated with mRNA vaccines.

Health benefits in children at higher risk

The Sub-Committee believes that, for children
aged 6 months to 6 years who are at a higher
risk of developing a severe course of COVID-19,
vaccination may result in immediate health
benefits. The Sub-Committee expects the
vaccination to protect them from hospitalisation.
For children who are not at higher risk,

vaccination offers fewer benefits.

Recommendations

The Sub-Committee recommends that
COVID-19 vaccination should be offered only to
children aged 6 months to 6 years who have a
serious underlying medical condition. Based on
current data, the Sub-Committee does not
express a preference for either mRNA vaccine.
In exceptional cases, vaccination of a child may

be considered to offer indirect protection to a
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vulnerable person living in the same household
who cannot be vaccinated. This may also
indirectly benefit the child, for example, by
reducing stress and social constraints.

The Sub-Committee recommends that
vaccinations should be made available in

these cases as well.

The Sub-Committee stresses the importance of
providing clear information to parents so that
they can make a carefully considered decision
and, if they choose to have their child
vaccinated, give informed consent based on
proper information. The Sub-Committee believes
that the decision to vaccinate or not should not
lead to exclusion from school/childcare or to any

other form of social exclusion.
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