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The global response to the COVID-19 
pandemic: how have immunology 
societies contributed? 

Faith Osier, Jenny Ting, John Fraser, Bart Lambrecht, Marta Romano, Ricardo T. 

Gazzinelli, Karina R. Bortoluci, Dario S. Zamboni, Arne A. Akbar, Jennie Evans, 

Doug Brown, Kamala D. Patel, Yuzhang Wu, Ana B. Perez, Thomas Kamradt, Mira 

Barda-Saad, Amiram Ariel, Angela Santoni, Hiroshi Kiyono, Valeriy Chereshnev, 

Alioune Dieye, M. Mbow, B. Mbengue, M. S. D. Niang, Melinda Suchard 

The COVID-19 pandemic has shone a spotlight on the field of immunology like never before. To 

appreciate the diverse ways in which immunologists have contributed, Nature Reviews Immunology 

invited the President of the International Union of Immunological Societies and the Presidents of 15 

other national immunology societies to discuss how they and their members responded following 

the emergence of SARS-CoV-2.  

Q. Can you highlight some of the ways in which your 
immunology society and its members have contrib-
uted to the response to the COVID-19 pandemic?  

International Union of Immunological Societies: 

President Faith Osier 

Unprecedented times call for unprecedented ac-
tions. Immunologists and vaccine developers across 
the world have committed to producing vaccines 
against COVID-19 in timelines previously consid-
ered unthinkable. Immunologists globally have part-
nered and engaged with epidemiologists, clinicians, 
public health officials, regulatory agencies and fund-
ing bodies to fast-track research to better under-
stand the disease. On March the 11th 2020, the 
World Health Organization declared COVID-19 a 
pandemic: within weeks a flurry of research activity 
was already underway. The scientific literature was 
flooded with studies describing the disease: epide-
miology and transmission, onset, pathogenesis; as 
well as prognostic biomarkers. Concurrently, inno-
vative study designs facilitated rapid-data collection 
on potential immune-based therapies and drugs in 
multiple sites simultaneously. Old and new potential 
therapies were equally put to the test. And we al-
ready have some answers.  

Education and communication between scientists 
across disciplines, and between scientists and the 
general public, has flourished. Enabled by contem-
porary interactive online platforms, immunologists 
took an early lead in organizing scientific webinars 
for information sharing, collaborations and to spur 
cross-disciplinary research. The International Union 
of Immunological Societies (IUIS) brought together 
over 6000 immunologists from over 100 countries 
in a series of weekly COVID-19 webinars [1]. These 
not only spanned the breadth of immunology, but 

also reflected on our responsibility to maintain the 
integrity of rigorous scientific peer review, espe-
cially during a pandemic. Our speakers reflected our 
rich diversity and expertise across regional and na-
tional boundaries, and smashed stereotypes with re-
gard to gender, race and age. We contributed to our 
local, national and regional response strategies. Like 
never before, we engaged vigorously with the public 
in our respective constituencies and mustered the 
composure to face our own vulnerability. Although 
we still do not have all the answers, together, our 
immunological societies have been an incredible 
global resource; as is highlighted in the contribu-
tions below and in Figure 1.  
 
1. IUIS-Frontiers Webinar Series on COVID-19 

https://iuis.org/webinars/ 
 

American Association of Immunologists: 

President Jenny Ting 

The pandemic immediately forced the American As-
sociation of Immunologists (AAI) to cancel our an-
nual meeting, IMMUNOLOGY2020TM, and to work 
remotely. AAI members are working at the forefront 
of the pandemic, conducting critical immunological 
research that will support clinical solutions. U.S. 
labs, however, have been challenged by pandemic 
restrictions and our members need more support 
than ever. To provide this, AAI developed a three-
pronged approach prioritising: (i) advocacy, (ii) dis-
semination of information, and (iii) continued fund-
ing. 

AAI public affairs activities were critical compo-
nents of the advocacy plan [1]. Since March 2020, 
AAI members submitted testimonies, issued state-
ments, wrote and co-signed letters, and advocated 
for additional funding. Efforts included: writing to 

https://iuis.org/webinars/
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President Donald Trump and Congressional leaders 
urging that they heed the advice of scientific/public 
health leaders, including AAI member Anthony 
Fauci [2]; writing to National Institutes of Health 
(NIH) Director Francis Collins requesting justifica-
tion for terminating an NIH- funded grant focusing 
on understanding the risk of bat coronavirus emer-
gence [3]; advocating supplemental funding for fed-
eral science agencies, including NIH, for pandemic-
related research losses and additional trainee sup-
port; issuing a statement opposing actions taken by 
the Trump administration that will damage interna-
tional scientific collaboration [4]. 

AAI journals accelerated the time taken for re-
views of COVID-19 papers to one week and made all 
coronavirus-related publications free online to 
speed up the dissemination of crucial information 
[5]. Due to lab closures, authors and reviewers were 
given more flexibility [6].  

AAI sustained education and funding initiatives. 
Though the IMMUNOLOGY2020 meeting was can-
celled, AAI published all submitted abstracts free 
online [7]. Further, it established a ‘COVID-19 Re-
sources and Information Center’ [8], transitioned 
AAI-led immunology courses from onsite to virtual 
[9], and continued funding for all AAI Fellowships 
despite lab closings [10].  
 
 
1. AAI Public Affairs. https://www.aai.org/Public-Affairs 
2.  Letter from The American Association of Immunologists. April 15, 

2020. https://www.aai.org/AAISite/media/Public_Affairs/Letters-
Comments/Letter-from-The-American-Association-of-
Immunologists-re-COVID-19.pdf 

3. Letter to Dr Collins regarding grant termination. May 20, 2020. 
https://www.aai.org/AAISite/media/Public_Affairs/Letters-
Comments/Letter_to_Dr_Collins_Re_Grant_Termination_052020.pdf 

4.  Statement of AAI Committee on Public Affairs. June 9, 2020. 
https://www.aai.org/AAISite/media/Public_Affairs/Letters-
Comments/AAI-Opposes-US-Withdrawal-from-WHO-and-Visa-
Changes-Affecting-Chinese-Scientists-060920.pdf 

5. COVID-19, SARS, and MERS Articles. J. Immunol. 
https://www.jimmunol.org/coronaviruses 

6. A message to our Authors, Reviewers, and Readers. J. Immunol. 
https://www.jimmunol.org/content/message-our-authors-reviewers-
and-readers7. Poster abstracts from IMMUNOLOGY2020. 
https://plan.core-apps.com/aai2020/abstracts 

8.  COVID-19 Resources and Information Center. 
https://www.aai.org/COVID-19-Resources 

9. AAI Courses in Immunology. https://www.aai.org/Education/Courses 
10. AAI Fellowships. https://www.aai.org/Careers/Fellowships/ 

 

Australia and New Zealand Society for 

Immunology: President John Fraser 

The Australia and New Zealand Society for Immunol-
ogy (ASI) is a very active and collegial society with 
over 1,200 members spread across the seven states 
of Australia and New Zealand; and no, New Zealand 
is not (yet) a state of Australia. We have remained 
very active despite the pandemic putting a pin in all 
our regular events for 2020. Many of our members 
have talked whimsically over the years about a global 
pandemic and now we are living it! Immunology and 
infectious disease have been at the forefront of public 
awareness, and many of our members have been in-
strumental in communicating the science of immu-
nology in lay terms to the public and, more im-
portantly, in advising policy makers and politicians 

who, I might add, have been very keen to learn some 
immunology. ASI has responded to the COVID-19 cri-
sis with well-informed information and online re-
sources such as ‘Ask an Immunologist’ [Ref. 1] and 
our ‘Fire-side chats’ [Ref. 2].  

Australia and New Zealand responded vigorously 
at the first sign of community transmission and after 
enduring a brief but stringent lockdown, now enjoy 
(almost) ‘Covid-free’ status in the community. Our 
success is down to two things; one, a scientifically in-
formed and compliant public; and two, quality sci-
ence-led political leadership. Attention now turns to 
a vaccine; which ones will work and more commonly 
when can we expect one. With so much anticipation, 
it has been difficult to caution that the massively ac-
celerated development of so many non-optimized 
vaccines risks making a wrong choice. It is an im-
portant time to be an immunologist!  
 
1. ASI community: https://www.immunology.org.au/community/ 
2. ASI Fire-side chats: https://www.immunology.org.au/events/list/ 
  

Belgian Immunology Society: President Bart 

Lambrecht and Marta Romano  

Belgium has been hit hard by COVID-19, with close 
to 10,000 deaths from a population of 11.5 million. 
Almost 70% of deaths occurred in residential care 
centres. There was an early lockdown, and hospitals 
were well prepared to handle severe cases of 
COVID-19 due to a high density of specialised ICU 
beds in Belgium. Initially, PCR testing capacity was 
restricted, which led to under-diagnosis of mild 
cases and overestimation of deaths attributable to 
COVID-19, particularly in the elderly. The Belgian 
Immunological Society (BIS) is a small society with 
only 210 active members, but its members have 
been influential in this health crisis. Several BIS 
board members were part of a task force that dis-
cussed and designed all clinical interventions for 
COVID-19. The BIS president, a pulmonologist by 
training, is the principle investigator on three na-
tional trials investigating the use of recombinant 
GM-CSF (ClinicalTrials.gov NCT 04326920), anti-cy-
tokine drugs targeting IL-1, IL-6 and IL-6 receptor 
(ClinicalTrials.gov NCT04330638), and the comple-
ment C5 inhibitor zilucoplan (ClinicalTrials.gov 
NCT04382755). These clinical trials have incorpo-
rated highly detailed immunomonitoring, including 
30-colour flow cytometry, single cell RNA sequenc-
ing and CiteSeq analysis of more than 150 barcoded 
antibodies. Another board member was involved in 
coordinating seroprevalence testing. A lot of immu-
nological knowledge was shared during discussions 
with clinicians on when and how to administer con-
valescent plasma, and how to identify good donors. 
Discussions on the risk of antibody-mediated en-
hancement and cytokine storm led to alterations in 
trial design (NCT04429854). Finally, several BIS 
board members took the initiative to open up their 
technical platforms to increase the PCR testing ca-
pacity, which soon led to a capacity of over 30,000 
tests per day. 

https://www.aai.org/Public-Affairs
https://www.aai.org/AAISite/media/Public_Affairs/Letters-Comments/Letter-from-The-American-Association-of-Immunologists-re-COVID-19.pdf
https://www.aai.org/AAISite/media/Public_Affairs/Letters-Comments/Letter-from-The-American-Association-of-Immunologists-re-COVID-19.pdf
https://www.aai.org/AAISite/media/Public_Affairs/Letters-Comments/Letter-from-The-American-Association-of-Immunologists-re-COVID-19.pdf
https://www.aai.org/AAISite/media/Public_Affairs/Letters-Comments/Letter_to_Dr_Collins_Re_Grant_Termination_052020.pdf
https://www.aai.org/AAISite/media/Public_Affairs/Letters-Comments/Letter_to_Dr_Collins_Re_Grant_Termination_052020.pdf
https://www.jimmunol.org/coronaviruses
https://plan.core-apps.com/aai2020/abstracts
https://www.aai.org/COVID-19-Resources
https://www.aai.org/Education/Courses
https://www.aai.org/Careers/Fellowships/
https://www.immunology.org.au/community/
https://www.immunology.org.au/events/list/
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BIS members also advised several ministers and 
healthcare officials on the value and significance of 
antibody testing, on plans for preparedness, and in 
deciding which immune-modulatory drugs to stock-
pile. BIS members were frequently in the news to 
educate the general public on the immune response 
to COVID19, the value of antibody testing, and the 
impact of the cytokine storm on disease severity. We 
saw it as our duty to educate clinicians on the immu-
nology of COVID-19 through webinars that were 
very well attended. Our society also took care in 
identifying patients at particular risk for severe 
COVID19, and all major hospitals now report their 
young and severe patients to the Belgian primary 
immune deficiency interest group, which is collect-
ing samples and will perform in-depth genetic anal-
yses. 

 

Brazilian Society for Immunology: President 

Ricardo T. Gazzinelli, Karina R. Bortoluci & 

Dario S. Zamboni  

Today, Brazil is placed in the shamed second highest 
position in terms of the number of cases of SARS-
CoV-2 infection and deaths due to COVID-19. The first 
official case in Brazil was recorded in February 2020. 
Expecting a boom of transmission, the Brazilian sci-
entists quickly mobilized to create strategies to fight 
SARS-CoV-2. It soon became clear that the hopes to 
control transmission and to treat COVID-19 would 
largely rely on assessment and interventions in the 
immune system. The Brazilian Society for Immunol-
ogy (Sociedade Brasileira de Imunologia, SBI) led the 
efforts to mobilize research laboratories into na-
tional and international networks to tackle COVID-
19. We also intensified communications with the gen-
eral media and on social networks urging our citizens 
to follow scientific advice in dealing with this pan-
demic. This was key, since our Federal Government 
minimized the importance of this disease, spreading 
misleading information and taking decisions not sup-
ported by high scientific standards.  

Meanwhile, our scientists have been designing 
new vaccine strategies and trying to understand how 
cognate innate immune receptors for SARS-CoV-2, 
host cell metabolism and pro-inflammatory media-
tors contribute to host resistance or development of 
severe disease. The lack of governmental guidance 
makes one believe that the President’s plan is to ac-
quire herd immunity by natural transmission, even 
though in many cities the occupancy of intensive care 
units is at its limits. Hence, Brazilian immunologists 
have also been preoccupied with clinical studies. The 
development of reliable point-of-care immunodiag-
nostic tests for immune–epidemiological surveys and 
clinical trials involving serotherapy, immune modu-
lators and anti-inflammatory drugs are underway. In 
addition, the high rate of SARS-CoV-2 transmission 
and the large governmental manufacturing plants for 
industrial production of vaccines have made Brazil 
an attractive place to perform phase III clinical trials 

and to eventually produce the vaccines for COVID19. 
A silver lining of this sad scenario has been the wider 
spread of scientific knowledge, in particular relating 
to immunology, among the general public in Brazil. In 
this sense SBI made a key contribution with daily 
news, live appearances, videos and debates on our 
social media channels, including Facebook 
(@sbi.imuno, 51,306 followers), Instagram 
(@sbi.imuno, 27,363 followers), Twitter 
(@sbi_imuno, 735 followers), Youtube and our soci-
ety website [1]. In addition, many of our members 
have contributed to news reports in the conventional 
press.  

 
1. SBI homepage: https://sbi.org.br/ 

 

British Society of Immunology: President Arne A. 

Akbar, Jennie Evans & Doug Brown 

The COVID-19 pandemic has seen the global immu-
nology community come together in an unprece-
dented manner to drive research forward. In the UK, 
the British Society for Immunology (BSI) has been at 
the centre of efforts and a vocal advocate for immu-
nology in political circles and in wider public debate. 
For example, together with the Academy of Medical 
Sciences, we convened an expert taskforce on immu-
nology and COVID-19 [1], which has fed into the 
highest levels of Government on the immunology of 
the pandemic [2]. Taskforce members have also 
given evidence to UK Parliamentary select commit-
tees on topics including immunity, vaccine develop-
ment and the immunopathology of COVID-19, as 
well as briefing individual members of parliament. 

The BSI is keen to ensure the public has access to 
reliable, evidence-based information on COVID-19. 
Through our media engagement, the voices of BSI 
members have featured prominently in national 
news reports throughout the pandemic. We also 
produced resources for the public to demystify the 
science of COVID-19 on topics including testing and 
vaccine development [3]. For our members and the 
wider research community, we launched our highly 
successful ‘Connect on Coronavirus’ webinar series, 
which sees internationally-renowned speakers dis-
cuss the latest SARS-CoV-2 research [4].  

The BSI has made a real impact in ensuring the 
voice of the immunology community on COVID-19 is 
represented at the highest levels in the UK. We are 
extremely proud of what we have achieved, all made 
possible through our members’ support. We express 
our deepest thanks to those who have contributed 
to our activities and the ongoing global COVID-19 ef-
fort.  
 
 
1. Information on the joint Academy of Medical Sciences/British 

Society for Immunology taskforce: 
https://www.immunology.org/coronavirus/immunology-and-covid-
19 

2.  Joint Academy of Medical Sciences/British Society for Immunology 
report on COVID-19 and Immunology: 
https://www.immunology.org/sites/default/files/Final_COVID-
19_Immunology_report.pdf 

3. Coronavirus information hub on the BSI website. 
https://www.immunology.org/coronavirus 

https://nam01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fsbi.org.br%2F&data=02%7C01%7CRicardo.Gazzinelli%40umassmed.edu%7Cfbc91cdd8ef945a4788908d82413563a%7Cee9155fe2da34378a6c44405faf57b2e%7C0%7C0%7C637299012774720620&sdata=VPWv8WTeMmzuHj9u2a0x%2BOVTDYS8SH1gucMKTQd1bD0%3D&reserved=0
https://www.immunology.org/coronavirus/immunology-and-covid-19
https://www.immunology.org/coronavirus/immunology-and-covid-19
https://www.immunology.org/coronavirus
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4. BSI ‘Connect on Coronavirus’ webinar series. 
https://www.immunology.org/coronavirus/connect-coronavirus-
webinars 

 

Canadian Society for Immunology: President 

Kamala D. Patel 

The Canadian Society for Immunology (CSI) repre-
sents more than 250 biomedical researchers, clini-
cian scientists, postdoctoral fellows and graduate 
students. Many are directly involved in finding solu-
tions to the problems caused by the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Other members actively participate in com-
municating with the public to dispel the myths that 
surround the pandemic, serving as a source for fac-
tual information across all media platforms. 

The CSI is a rapid conduit for sharing pandemic-
related information with the immunology commu-
nity, for example details of webinars and other 
events. The CSI is also a point of contact for media 
outlets in Canada who are searching for experts to 
provide facts about COVID-19.  

Our society actively worked to influence the Ca-
nadian Institutes of Health Research (CIHR) to re-
verse their cancellation of the Spring 2020 Project 
Grant Competition. The cancellation occurred after 
researchers had submitted their grants. This un-
precedented response to the pandemic could have 
resulted in ending some research programmes as 
well as the loss of scientific jobs. In response to the 
CSI and other organizations, the CIHR re-established 
the competition. 

Having cancelled the CSI annual conference we 
took our own advice and held our annual general 
meeting (AGM) online. This meeting was held as 
protests against anti-black racism erupted in the 
USA, before spreading globally. Black, Indigenous 
and other marginalized groups face systemic racism 
in Canada too. At the AGM we confronted this ineq-
uity with direct and specific actions (Ref 1). 

The strength of a vibrant, well established soci-
ety, like the CSI, is that we are in a position of readi-
ness to respond to pandemics and other crises with 
the power of numbers and an expert community 
from which to draw. 
 
 
1.  CSI council statement on systemic inequities. Retrieved from: 

https://www.csi-sci.ca/  

Chinese Society for Immunology: President 

Yuzhang Wu 

 In the very early stages of the pandemic, the Chinese 
Society for Immunology (CSI) launched an urgent 
project of popularization of immunology, with the 
aim of helping the public to understand immunology 
jargon, such as ‘immune defence’, ‘vaccine’, ‘anti-sera 
and antibodies’, ‘herd immunity’ and ‘cytokine 
storm’. These activities helped to increase public un-
derstanding of the disease, and how they could help 
with maintaining immunity and self-protection. At 
the same time, CSI advised the central government 
and local governments to rapidly start the develop-

ment of immunological diagnostic, vaccine and ther-
apeutic antibody projects. At the time of writing, 
more than 20 antibody test kits employing colloidal 
gold and chemiluminescence methods for both IgM 
and IgG detection [1], and one nucleocapsid antigen 
rapid detection method (2) have been developed for 
diagnosis of patients with COVID-19. So far, six vac-
cines including four inactivated (3), one adenovirus-
5 vectored (4) and one mRNA-based, have been ap-
proved for clinical trials by the China Food and Drug 
Administration (CFDA) and one of the inactivated 
vaccines is under phase III clinical trial. By using sin-
gle-cell sequencing and high throughput screening 
technologies, dozens of neutralizing human mono-
clonal antibodies were found with preventive and 
therapeutic potential(5, 6) and one of them has been 
approved for clinical trials by CFDA (7). During the 
pandemic, Chinese immunologists have been in-
volved in both basic and clinical studies of COVID-19. 
In collaboration with zoologists and virologists, they 
have developed a list of animal models, including rhe-
sus monkeys, ACE2-transgenic mice (8), Ad5-hAce2 
mice (9) and ferrets, that can be used for immune re-
sponse studies and preclinical evaluation of vaccines 
and therapeutics. In the clinic, Chinese immunolo-
gists detailed the nature of T cell and antibody re-
sponses to SARS-CoV-2 (10, 11, 12), identified the 
kidney as one of the main targets of SARS-CoV-2 in-
fection (13), described the virus-associated cytokine 
storm (14), and promoted clinical use of thymosin 
(15) and anti-IL-6 antibody therapies (16) for pa-
tients with severe disease. Next, CSI will propose na-
tional major research projects to further our insight 
into the immune mechanisms involved in corona-
virus infections and to develop innovative technolo-
gies to tackle these emerging infectious diseases. Just 
as before, CSI is fully committed to enhancing coop-
eration with IUIS and all regional societies to re-en-
ergise global scientific movements.  
 
1. Cai, X.F. et al. A peptide-based magnetic chemiluminescence 

enzyme immunoassay for serological diagnosis of coronavirus 
disease 2019. J Infect Dis. 222, 189-193 (2020). 

2. Diao, B. et al. Diagnosis of acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 
infection by detection of nucleocapsid protein. Preprint at medRxiv, 
https://doi.org/10.1101/2020.03.07.20032524 (2020). 

3. Gao, Q. et al. Rapid development of an inactivated vaccine 
candidate for SARS-CoV-2. Science 
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.abc1932 (2020). 

4. Zhu, F.C. et al. Safety, tolerability, and immunogenicity of a 
recombinant adenovirus type-5 vectored COVID-19 vaccine: a dose-
escalation, open-label, non-randomised, first-in-human trial. Lancet 
395, 1845-1854 (2020). 

5. Chen, X.Y. et al. Human monoclonal antibodies block the binding of 
SARS-CoV-2 spike protein to angiotensin converting enzyme 2 
receptor. Cell. Mol. Immunol. 17, 647-649 (2020). 

6. Cao, Y. et al. Potent neutralizing antibodies against SARS-CoV-2 
identified by high-throughput single-cell sequencing of 
convalescent patients' B cells. Cell 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cell.2020.05.025 (2020). 

7. Wu, Y. et al. A noncompeting pair of human neutralizing antibodies 
block COVID-19 virus binding to its receptor ACE2. Science 368, 
1274-1278 (2020). 

8. Bao, L. et al. The pathogenicity of SARS-CoV-2 in hACE2 transgenic 
mice. Nature https://doi.org/10.1016/10.1038/s41586-020-2312-y 
(2020). 

9. Sun, J. et al. Generation of a broadly useful model for COVID-19 
pathogenesis, vaccination, and treatment. Cell 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cell.2020.06.010 (2020). 

https://www.immunology.org/coronavirus/connect-coronavirus-webinars
https://www.immunology.org/coronavirus/connect-coronavirus-webinars
https://www.csi-sci.ca/
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10. Diao, B. et al. Reduction and functional exhaustion of T cells in 
patients with coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19). Front Immunol. 
11:827 (2020). 

11. Long, Q.X. et al. Antibody responses to SARS-CoV-2 in patients with 
COVID-19. Nat Med. 26, 845-848 (2020). 

12. Long, Q.X. et al. Clinical and immunological assessment of 
asymptomatic SARS-CoV-2 infections. Nat Med. 
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41591-020-0965-6 (2020). 

13. Diao, B. et al. Human kidney is a target for novel severe acute 
respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) infection. Preprint 
at medRxiv, https://doi.org/10.1101/2020.03.04.20031120 (2020). 

14. Zhou, Y. et al. Pathogenic T-cells and inflammatory monocytes incite 
inflammatory storms in severe COVID-19 patients. National Science 
Review 7, 998-1002 (2020). 

15. Liu, Y. et al. Thymosin alpha 1 (Tα1) reduces the mortality of severe 
COVID-19 by restoration of lymphocytopenia and reversion of 
exhausted T cells. Clin Infect Dis. https://doi.org/10.1093/cid/ciaa630 
(2020). 

16. Xu, X. et al. Effective treatment of severe COVID-19 patients with 
tocilizumab. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 117, 10970-10975 (2020)..
  

 

Cuban Society of Immunology & Latin American 

and Caribbean Immunology Association; 

President Ana B. Perez & President Oliver Perez 

The Cuban Society for Immunology has more than 
1,000 associated (106 titular) members, who are ac-
tive in basic or clinical immunology research and 
work in the public health system, scientific institu-
tions, universities, and also with the Latin American 
and Caribbean Immunology Association (La Aso-
ciación Latinoamericana y Caribeña de Inmunología, 
ALACI) and IUIS. As prominent members of the Cu-
ban scientific community, our immunologists were 
called upon to respond to the challenges of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. As early as 12th February 
2020, a month before the first case was detected in 
Cuba (March 11th), the Cuban Government ap-
proved the creation of the National Science Group 
for COVID-19 confrontation, which was key for deci-
sion making in order to better control the predicted 
epidemic [1,2] .  

As a result of this coordinated work, several im-
munological approaches were approved and applied 
during the Cuban COVID-19 outbreak. First, an anti-
body screening test was developed and applied in 
Cuba. Second,  patients with COVID-19 were treated 
with  immunotherapeutics developed in Cuba in-
cluding IFNα2β[3] later combined with IFN, a hu-
manized recombinant anti-CD6 monoclonal anti-
body [4] and an immunomodulatory peptide CIGB-
258, which is derived from heat shock protein 60 
(HSP60) [5]. Third, preventive strategies were in-
troduced for vulnerable populations that used Cu-
ban products to stimulate trained immunity or im-
mune-competence (Biomodulin T) [2].Fourth,  pas-
sive immunization with convalescent sera was used 
to treat critically ill patients and mesenchymal stem 
cell therapy was used in patients cases with lung 
complications. Fifth, immunologists have identified 
biomarkers linked to disease severity and are trying 
to recognize correlates of protection. Sixth, immu-
nologists with molecular biologists were involved in 
development of vaccine candidates.  

Each of these strategies has been equally and 
freely available to all of the Cuban population, 
through a national integrated programme. Our 
members have been actively communicating the 

evolving science of COVID-19 through the national 
mass media, thereby contributing to furthering the 
public understanding of immunology. Moreover, Cu-
ban medical and scientific experience has also con-
tributed to the responses in many other countries 
during theCOVID-19 pandemic.  

At the time of writing, Cuba has 2,432 confirmed 
cases and 87 deaths from coronavirus, with a recov-
ery rate of 93.4%. This relative success has been 
achieved due to Cuba’s high physician to inhabitant 
ratio (1:116), an effective track and trace pro-
gramme, the hospitalization of all positive cases and 
application of experimental treatments, which have 
helped to reduce morbidity and mortality from 
COVID-19. 
 
1.  Díaz-Canel Bermúdez, M.  Núñez Jover, J. Government 

Management and Cuban Science in the confrontation with COVID-
19. Anales de la Academia de Ciencias de Cuba. 10 (2020). 

2. Castellanos-Serra, L. Bringing Cuban Biotech Research to Bear on 
COVID-19: All Hands and Minds on Deck. MEDICC Review. 22, 31-7 
(2020). 

3.  Pereda, R., González, D., Rivero, H., Rivero, J., Pérez, A., López, L.R., et 
al. Therapeutic effectiveness of interferon-alpha2b against COVID-
19: the Cuban experience. medRxiv. Preprint at: 
https://doi.org/10.1101/2020.05.29.20109199 (2020). 
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Reduces Circulating IL-6 in Severe Covid-19 Elderly Patients. Preprint 
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German Society for Immunology: President 

Thomas Kamradt 

During the pandemic, the German Society for Immu-
nology (Deutsche Gesellschaft für Immunologie, 
DGfI) has been supporting our members by partici-
pating in a number of educational and outreach ef-
forts. For example, our members have contributed 
to webinars organised by the European Federation 
of Immunological Societies (EFIS) and the IUIS. DGfI 
has also been advising our national politicians dur-
ing the pandemic. For example, we were asked to 
advise the National Ethics Council (Deutscher 
Ethikrat) on the feasibility and usability of so called 
‘immunity passports’ for people who have recov-
ered from COVID-19. Moreover, the DGfI and the 
German Society for Virology have jointly advised the 
regulatory authorities on important safety issues re-
lated to the development and testing of vaccines 
against SARS-CoV-2. 

Going forward, I think immunology societies can 
have an important role in public engagement. The 
DGfI certainly appreciates that there is a lack of un-
derstanding of basic immunological concepts in 
large segments of the general population. We need 
to increase our efforts in public outreach far beyond 
the current outbreak. The DGfI has a standing com-
mittee on public outreach and has produced an in-
formation booklet ‘Immunology for everyone’.  

I would encourage every immunologist to join 
their local immunology society if possible. The bene-
fits of joining include first-class educational offers, 
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networking opportunities, professional growth and 
the opportunity to become involved in public out-
reach. Promoting equality and diversity is another 
major strategic aim of the DGfI. This is reflected for 
instance by the fact that 50% of the DGfI’s governing 
council is female, a large proportion of invited 
speakers at the annual meetings of our society are 
female and child-care support is offered at our an-
nual meetings. 

Finally, I would like to acknowledge the good 
work immunology societies can do in promoting in-
ternational collaboration. At the beginning of the 
pandemic, the DGfI received a highly encouraging 
letter of solidarity from the Japanese Society for Im-
munology, in which they offered enormously gener-
ous practical help (for instance, in importing and 
maintaining critical strains of mice for facilities that 
had to be closed down).  

 

Israeli Immunological Society: President Mira 

Barda-Saad & Amiram Ariel 

When the COVID-19 pandemic reached Israel in 
early 2020, a firm and swift government response 
elicited citizen compliance with social distancing in-
structions, containing the disease and preventing a 
more serious outbreak. As of June 22nd, 20,778 peo-
ple in Israel have been infected with SARS-CoV2, 
with 40 patients still in critical condition and 306 
deaths. The immunological community rapidly re-
sponded to assist in various ways, including through 
the formation of multidisciplinary discussion fo-
rums, boosting research on the virus, and supple-
menting the Ministry of Health's COVID-19 testing 
facilities with advanced PCR equipment and trained 
personnel. Special funding programmes were cre-
ated by the Israel Science Foundation (ISF), Israel 
Innovation Authority (IIA) and the Ministry of 
Health with an expedited review process to explore 
various aspects of the pandemic. These included a 
variety of immunological research programmes 
ranging from innovative vaccination strategies to 
immune therapy, and strategies for inhibition of the 
cytokine storm induced by the virus. Israeli Immu-
nological Society (IIS) members provided support in 
refereeing these applications, serving on COVID-19-
related policy-setting committees, and performing 
research to identify therapeutic targets and immu-
nogenic epitopes for vaccines. Several advanced vac-
cination development programmes are underway at 
the Israel Institute for Biological Research (IIBR), 
academic institutes, medical centres and biotech 
companies.  
 The IIS shared its communication re-
sources and databases to promote these efforts and 
to assist in rapid and responsible containment of 
COVID-19 in Israel. We expect that the outstanding 
multidisciplinary efforts and innovative approaches 
that arose in these challenging times will remain as 
a future platform for biomedical research teams 
even after COVID-19 is under control. 
 

Italian Society of Immunology: President Angela 

Santoni 

Italy was the first European country to face the out-
break of COVID-19 and suffered one of the highest 
death tolls in the world, leading the Government to 
rapidly take very restrictive measures. Italian Society 
of Immunology Clinical Immunology and Allergology 
(SIICA) immunologists have been at the forefront of 
the Italian response to the coronavirus pandemic, be-
ing interviewed by the most relevant TV programmes 
and journalists, and our members have worked hard 
to ensure rigorous dissemination of the science. This 
is particularly important in these ‘infodemic’ times. 
In addition, Alberto Mantovani and Guido Forni, who 
are both prominent SIICA immunologists and mem-
bers of the Italian science academy (Accademia Na-
zionale delle Scienze), have written a document on 
different aspects of the COVID-19 pandemic, includ-
ing issues related to the production of a vaccine [Ref. 
1]. 

It has been challenging for SIICA to maintain its 
usual level of activities during these times of social 
distancing. However, our society supported several 
educational events on SARS-CoV-2 and COVID-19 be-
tween March and June 2020, and we hosted a ‘School 
of Immunology’ on the topic of viral immunology and 
vaccinology. This was organized by the SIICA junior 
faculty and had more than 400 students actively par-
ticipating in interactive live webinars and scientific 
games. To mark the occasion of the ‘Day of Immunol-
ogy’ on 29th April — which was this year dedicated 
to autoimmunity and autoinflammation — SIICA re-
leased the ‘Pillars of Immunology’ on its official 
YouTube channel, where several SIICA scientists dis-
cussed how the immune system is involved in 
fighting infections and chronic diseases, including 
COVID-19. Finally, SIICA and other European immu-
nology societies strongly endorsed the GAVI ad-
vanced market commitment for COVID-19 vaccines 
(COVAX AMC), which is an initiative to support the 
development of a COVID-19 vaccine through multi-
lateral, international collaborations. Additional initi-
atives on COVID-19 education for the Italian public 
are already scheduled for the autumn, testifying to 
how SIICA is working hard to correctly inform public 
opinions surrounding the pandemic and vaccines. 
 
1.  COVID19: An executive report. https://www.lincei.it/it/article/covid-

19-executive-report 
2.   Reference for COVAX-AMC?? 

 

Japanese Society of Immunology: President 

Hiroshi Kiyono 

Fortunately, at the time of writing (early July 2020) 
the spread of SARS-CoV-2 in Japan has been mainly 
controlled, and most Japanese laboratories have 
been able to resume their research activities, alt-
hough researchers still face restrictions. However, 
the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic continues worldwide and 
the Japanese Society for Immunology (JSI) would like 
to extend our support and sincere appreciation to our 

https://www.lincei.it/it/article/covid-19-executive-report
https://www.lincei.it/it/article/covid-19-executive-report
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fellow physicians and medical staff across the world 
fighting on the front-line against COVID-19, as well as 
to our friends and colleagues all over the world who 
are suffering from the lockdown. To this end, we de-
liver a message of solidarity and support to all re-
gional immunology societies, expressing our firm in-
tention to help each other overcome the pandemic to-
gether (Ref. 1) 

Going forward, the fundamental mission of our so-
ciety is to support our scientists in their attempts to 
unravel the immunological mechanisms by which the 
host responds to SARS-CoV-2 and to understand why 
some patients with COVID-19, but not others, de-
velop severe disease. For this purpose, we believe we 
should support both basic and clinical researchers 
with backgrounds in virology, immunology and infec-
tious diseases, as well as in other scientific entities, 
and bring these researchers together as one team. JSI 
intends to play a key role in this through the creation 
of a scientifically interactive platform that will help 
us to understand the host immune response to SARS-
CoV-2. To start this mission, we are now in the pro-
cess of organising an online international symposium 
focusing on the ‘Immune System in COVID-19’, which 
will be held in December 2020 (Ref. 2). The JSI be-
lieves that by showing a spirit of global solidarity and 
coming together as ‘Team Immunology’, our immu-
nology communities can help to achieve our common 
goal of eradicating SARS-CoV-2.  

 
 
1. Letter of solidarity and support from the Japanese Society of 

Immunology. http://files.jsi-men-
eki.org/general/meneki/JSI_Message_20200327.pdf 

2.  Homepage for the 49th Meeting of the Japanese Society for 
Immunology. http://icongroup.co.jp/49immunology/english/ 

 

Russian Society of Immunologists: President 

Valeriy Chereshnev 

Russia prepared thoroughly for the COVID-19 pan-
demic. The country's leadership, in cooperation with 
the scientific community, quickly introduced an iso-
lation regime, calling on the medical community and 
the citizens to help fight the pandemic. The Russian 
Scientific Society of Immunologists (RSSI), the Rus-
sian Academy of Sciences, the Ministry of Health, and 
several other departments, organized on-line confer-
ences, at which specialists discussed various issues 
related to SARS-CoV-2. In educational programmes, 
immunologists and virologists covered various as-
pects of the pandemic, ranging from the dynamics of 
the immune response, to treatment regimens, and 
the creation of vaccines. Today, immunology has 
reached the very cutting edge of the fight against the 
pandemic and, as they say, “we have all become im-
munologists and virologists”. Therefore, immunolo-
gists were invited to the presidential commission to 
combat COVID-19.  

In June 2020, a clinical trial of the first Russian 
vaccine against COVID-19 was started, and several 
more vaccine variants are on the way. Assessing the 

preliminary results of the fight against coronavirus, 
we come to the following conclusions. First, that 
quick, decisive adoption of public health measures, 
based on the opinion of specialists, is the main 
weapon in the fight against this infection. Second, 
that new schemes for the provision of medical care 
and social services must be implemented, with the 
understanding that it is the behaviour of citizens that 
determines the trajectory of a pandemic. Third, the 
best ideas of the theory and practice of immunology, 
virology, and epidemiology, should become the basis 
for all decision-making in order to combat the pan-
demic. Going forward, the RSSI will be involved in 
supporting all of these aims.  
 

Senegalese Society of Immunology: President 

Alioune Dieye, M. Mbow, B. Mbengue & M.S.D. 

Niang  

Through its members, the Senegalese Society of Im-
munology (SSI) has joined the task force of the min-
istry of health and social action Ministère de la santé 
et de l'action sociale du Sénégal, MSAS) and the 
COVID-19 observatory of the ministry of higher edu-
cation, research and innovation (Ministère de l'En-
seignement supérieur, de la Recherche et de l'Inno-
vation, MESRI) in Senegal. As part of such bodies, 
the SSI provides advice on the diagnostic methods 
for SARS-CoV-2 and has made proposals to the 
MSAS on the roles of laboratories and the contribu-
tion of immunology research to the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Within this framework, an algorithm on the 
use of SARS-CoV-2 antibodies has been developed 
and presented to the MSAS and an overview of 
global research efforts, including on social science 
aspects of the pandemic, has been presented to the 
MESRI. 

The SSI is also conducting research projects fo-
cused on; (i) the immunological mechanisms under-
lining the clinical outcome of patients infected with 
SARS-CoV-2; (ii) the immune correlates associated 
with protection or susceptibility to COVID-19 dis-
ease, with a particular focus on populations from ur-
ban and rural regions, and on any differences seen 
between Africans and Europeans; (iii) determining 
the existence and longevity of cellular and humoral 
memory responses against the SARS-CoV-2.  

Although action regarding social equality has not 
yet been considered in our response to the pan-
demic, investigation of discrimination will be taken 
into account. To ensure that our COVID-19-related 
activities help to further popularize immunology at 
the community level in Senegal, we believe that the 
dissemination of our research findings should not 
only be limited to peer review journals and scientific 
conferences, but should also involve mainstream 
media outlets. We hope to hold future symposia 
where medical staff can stimulate interest in the im-
portance of immunology and of joining immunology 
societies. 
 

http://files.jsi-men-eki.org/general/meneki/JSI_Message_20200327.pdf
http://files.jsi-men-eki.org/general/meneki/JSI_Message_20200327.pdf
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South African Immunology Society: President 

Melinda Suchard 

At the time of writing, South Africa is the African 
country most severely affected by COVID-19 in terms 
of total numbers of confirmed cases and deaths. The 
expertise developed in other infectious diseases facil-
itated a rapid and sustained public health response. 
Members of the South African Immunology Society 
are involved in every aspect of the public health re-
sponse including molecular testing, evaluation of se-
rology, clinical care, vaccine and treatment trials as 
well as policy development. The society has enabled 
rapid sharing of information across disciplines and 
institutions, through our well-received newsletters 
and a planned set of webinars. 

COVID-19 has starkly highlighted the fundamen-
tal role of immunology for public health action, and 
we see an increasing trend of public users on our so-
cial media platforms, seeking to understand the sci-
ence behind the pandemic response strategies. The 
keen public interest in COVID-19 vaccine develop-
ment is a tool to be leveraged to strengthen vaccine 
acceptance more generally amongst the social media 
savvy generation. 

The pandemic has brought diverse sectors to-
gether in solidarity, a noticeable trend within various 
medical disciplines who all seek deeper insights into 
the pathogenesis of COVID-19 disease. A research fo-
cus for the country will undoubtedly include studies 
addressing the interaction of COVID-19 with other in-
fectious diseases, particularly tuberculosis and HIV, 
as well as with non-communicable diseases including 
hypertension and diabetes, which are highly preva-
lent in the country. 

We anticipate a growing member base of South Af-
rican and international society members as we work 
towards hosting the next meeting of the International 
Union of Immunological Societies Congress in Cape 
Town in 2022.  
 

Figure 1. Immunology societies have been vital to the global 

response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The figure illustrates the diverse ways in which immunology societies 
have contributed during the COVID-19 pandemic. Immunology societies 
have supported their members in their efforts to develop testing, 
therapeutics and vaccines; they have continued to fight for funding and 
for rigorous peer review of publications; they have organised online 
webinars, conferences and training programmes; and they have provided 
scientific advice to governments and policy makers. Immunology societies 
and their members have been vital for public education and for 
countering misinformation that has arisen during the pandemic. Finally, 
the immunology societies have championed equal rights and global 
solidarity.  
 

 

Footnote 

Nature Reviews Immunology apologises to all of the regional and national 

immunology societies who we were not able to feature in this article for 

reasons of space restrictions. We encourage all of our readers to join and 

support the work of their relevant immunology societies. Finally, we thank 

all immunologists and immunology societies for their huge contributions 

to the global response to the COVID-19 pandemic.  
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