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Wednesday 16th December 2020 

 

Opening Statement by Professor Brian MacCraith 
Chair, High Level Task Force on COVID‐19 Vaccination 

The Government established the High Level Task Force on COVID-19 Vaccination on 10 November 

2020 to ensure that the right oversight and specialist input is available to support the HSE and the 

Department of Health in the effective, efficient and agile delivery of the COVID-19 Vaccination 

Programme. I was appointed Chair of the Task Force, which has met three times to date. A fourth 

meeting is scheduled for this afternoon. 

The agreed terms of reference are: 

1. To support the Department of Health and Health Service Executive to deliver a COVID-19 

immunisation programme, that meets best practice and provides good governance, as a 

critical public health intervention in the prevention and control of COVID-19. 

 

2. Working with the Department of Health and Health Service Executive, to develop a 

national COVID-19 vaccination strategy and implementation plan for the safe, effective 

and efficient procurement, distribution, delivery and recording of COVID-19 vaccines 

when approved vaccines are ready to be distributed. 

 

3. To provide a focal point for engagements with sectoral and specialist expertise as may 

be needed to support the development, implementation and agile iteration of the 

strategy/plan. 

 

4. To monitor progress and report to Government, as may be required, on the 

development and implementation of the strategy/plan. 

When the Task Force was established, there was already significant work on a vaccination 

programme ongoing across both the HSE and the Department of Health, and implementation of the 

Strategy will rely in the normal way on the governance structures and statutory responsibilities of a 

range of existing bodies. Given the range of responsibilities and actors, and the level of 

responsiveness that will be required as the programme rolls out, there will be a need to augment 

and support existing arrangements. I think it is useful to be clear about the role of the Task Force in 

the context of those existing roles and responsibilities. 

• In respect of immunisation programmes and policy, the role of the Department of Health 

includes making policy decisions based on advice from the National Immunisation Advisory 

Committee; these are then implemented by the HSE through the National Immunisation 

Office. In the context of this Vaccination Programme, the DOH has responsibility for overall 

public health policy, legislative and regulatory arrangements, and EU co-operation 

arrangements, and it is also leading on Communications for the Programme.  

 



 

 

• The Health Services Executive has ultimate responsibility for the delivery of the COVID-19 

Vaccination Programme through its National Immunisation Office (NIO), which designs and 

implements all vaccination programmes in Ireland. 

 

• The role of the HSE’s National Immunisation Office (NIO) in this Vaccination Programme 

includes vaccine procurement and distribution; immunisation training; certain 

communications to the public; logistical considerations for vaccine storage, and distribution 

and return where appropriate. 

 

• The HSE’s Health Protection Surveillance Centre (HPSC) is responsible for compiling and 

publishing data in respect of uptake and coverage of COVID-19 vaccines, liaising closely with 

the European Centre for Disease Control (ECDC).  

 

• Where medicines are licensed centrally for all EU Member States, as in this case, the Health 

Products Regulatory Authority (HPRA) works closely with the European Medicines Agency 

(EMA), including participating in the EMA assessment process and post-marketing 

benefit/risk monitoring. The HPRA operates the national safety monitoring and risk 

management system and oversees quality defect reports on vaccines and other medicines. It 

also licenses the facilities that carry out related manufacturing and distribution. 

 

• The National Public Health Emergency Team oversees and provides national direction, 

guidance, support and expert advice on the development and implementation of a strategy 

to contain COVID-19 in Ireland. It advises Government on the public health aspects of the 

cross-government response to COVID-19, including on the Vaccination Programme and 

prioritisation in the context of pandemic management. 

 

• Both the HPSC and the Department of Health work closely with the European Centre for 

Disease Control (ECDC), and the DOH is represented on the Health Security Committee (HSC) 

of the EU Commission, which coordinates the EU response to infectious disease threats. 

These will continue to provide advice on the Vaccination Programme and its impact in terms 

of pandemic management, the sequencing of the vaccine roll-out, and the response to any 

emerging issues. 

The challenge in devising and implementing a Vaccination Programme of this scale, complexity and 

desire for speed is unparalleled here and around the world. Successful roll-out of the Vaccination 

Programme is dependent upon careful and precise coordination across Government, several state 

agencies, the HSE and a wide range of advisory, regulatory and delivery partners across the health 

sector and private sector providers.  

The High Level Taskforce is ensuring that all of this ongoing work is coordinated within a single 

integrated work programme, and supporting the DoH and HSE to deliver a COVID-19 Vaccination 

Programme that meets best practice and good governance, and it will play an ongoing role in the 

oversight and monitoring of programme implementation, harnessing the wide range of high-level 

expertise and experience of Task Force members. 

The Task Force includes senior representatives from across the Department of Health, the Health 

Service Executive, the Health Products Regulatory Authority, the Office of the Government Chief 

Information Officer, the Office of Government Procurement, IDA Ireland, the Department of 



 

 

Enterprise, Trade and Employment and the Department of the Taoiseach. It includes expertise in the 

areas of public health, supply chain logistics, cold chain logistics, and programme management. 

A Programme Office has been established to support the High Level Task Force in its ongoing 

oversight and support role.  An integrated work programme, comprising seven workstreams, has 

been established by the High Level Task Force (HLTF), which fully integrates the work that is ongoing 

across the Department of Health and the HSE. The programme is using a structured programme and 

project management approach to manage and deliver all the core elements.  The workstreams are: 

1. Governance and Operating Model 

2. Vaccine Supply Chain and Logistics 

3. Policy, Regulatory Matters, and Resourcing 

4. Vaccination process and workforce 

5. Surveillance, Monitoring and Reporting 

6. Enabling Technology and Information 

7. Public Engagement and Communication 

Each Workstream is led by a Senior Responsible Officer (SRO) and is supported by programme and 

project professionals as well as subject matter experts. 

The SROs, the Programme Director and a number of Subject Matter Experts form a Programme 

Working Group, which has been established to coordinate, integrate and to report progress on 

work. This progress is reported through myself, as Chair, and the institutional members on the 

taskforce, COVID-19 Oversight arrangements and ultimately to Government. 

I am pleased to report that activity is well advanced across all workstreams through established 

work programmes that were ongoing in the HSE and DoH to prepare for the roll-out of the 

vaccination programme. 

In accordance with our Terms of Reference, one of the first priorities of the Task Force was to 

develop a Strategy and an Implementation Plan for the safe, effective and efficient procurement, 

distribution, delivery and recording of COVID-19 vaccines. Two separate documents – a high-level 

Strategy and a ‘living’ Implementation Plan - were approved by Government at yesterday’s Cabinet 

meeting. 

The Strategy document is designed to be a comprehensive framework establishing clear objectives 

and principles. It identifies the pathways for managing a programme of this scale.  

The Implementation Plan is designed to be a ‘living document’ in that it needs to be agile, flexible 

and capable of evolving over time - for example, to accommodate vaccines with differing 

characteristics or to respond to lessons learned in our local experience or internationally. It 

describes the logistical, operational and human resource requirements for Ireland to begin 

vaccinations in line with Government guidance in early 2021, assuming that one or more safe and 

effective COVID-19 vaccines are approved for use. 

Both documents have been published on gov.ie. 

The Task Force is committed to the ongoing oversight and monitoring of the Vaccination Programme 

and will update and revise the Implementation Plan as required to serve the overall goals of the 

programme. 

 



 

 

ENDS 


