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WHO advice was to not close borders

“There is no reason for 
measures that unnecessarily 
interfere with international 
travel and trade. We call on all 
countries to implement 
decisions that are evidence-
based and consistent.”
Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, Director General, 
World Health Organization, February 2020



Governments put restrictions in place 
Despite WHO advice, 
governments put 
restrictions in place
This map created by 
the Pew Center shows 
the restrictions in 
place by the end of 
March 2020
These measures failed 
to prevent the spread 
of COVID.



Lesson One: Border measures are not an 
effective global strategy for COVID
New evidence from 
OXERA/Edge Health showed 
the futility of border 
restrictions. 
Even if restrictions are 
imposed immediately on 
identification of a new variant, 
it only prevents peak 
infections by a few days

Oxera/Edge Health model of Omicron infection spread in Italy



Lesson two: balance measures with social 
and economic impacts

Connectivity by air is critical to the economy
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The economic impacts of 
the pandemic shutdown of 
aviation were considerable

Around 44 million jobs and 
$1.7 trillion in GDP were 
affected

The public instinctively 
understand the economic 
importance: 93% agree 
that air connectivity is 
critical to the economy Source: IATA passenger survey Source: Air Transport Action Group



There are still barriers to travel even today
Although most major 
restrictions have been 
removed and the world is 
increasingly open, 
governments are still making 
travel unnecessarily difficult. 

Complicated paperwork, 
COVID testing and mask-
wearing are still common for 
travel despite these 
requirements being lifted in 
domestic settings. 

Map of top 50 aviation markets (Source: IATA)
Red – 16 states still imposing significant entry restrictions and/or 
quarantine
Yellow – 15 states, largely lifted restrictions but some measures still in 
place for non-vaccinated passengers
Blue – 19 states lifted all travel restrictions & border measures



Lesson three: Confidence requires logical 
rules and clear communication
Public confidence is 
being damaged by 
illogical rules and 
poor information
The IATA passenger 
survey confirms 
that a majority of 
travelers find 
current rules 
confusing

59% agree “understanding what rules applied to my trip 
was a real challenge” 

57% agree “Paperwork related to COVID-19 was a 
challenge to arrange”

56% agree “The travel experience was much less convenient”

51% agree “Masks should not be required on board any more”

71% want to get back to traveling as they did before the pandemic

Source: IATA Passenger Survey June 2022



In summary
Governments should heed the three lessons from the pandemic
1. Border measures ineffective for global anti-COVID strategy
2. Economic and social impacts must be taken into greater account
3. Logical rules and good communications are key to retaining 

public confidence

We need independent research into the effectiveness of policies 
which balance health measures with the social and economic benefits 
of air connectivity, with a view to agreeing a set of global 
recommendations for handling future health crises.


