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Restarting tourism is a priority for many
countries, especially those whose economies rely heavily on revenues generated by
international tourism.1 As the pandemic is
still ongoing, vaccine certificates are, so far,
the only way to revive international travel
and other activities. However, there remain
considerable ethical and practical challenges
facing their implementation.2
WHO is reluctant to endorse COVID-19
certificates. Following the most recent
meeting of the International Health Regulations Emergency Committee regarding
the COVID-19 pandemic, the committee
explicitly stated its opposition to international travellers being required to provide
proof of vaccination.3 The committee urged
member states to ‘acknowledge the potential
for requiring such certificates’ may ‘deepen
inequities and promote differential freedom
of movement.’3
However, as summer tourist season is
approaching in the Northern Hemisphere,
there is an urgent need to restart tourism in
order to mitigate further harm to the tourism
sector, which has been devastated by the
pandemic. On 4 May, the G20 Tourism Ministers
met and expressed support for using vaccine
certificates to boost travel and tourism, stressing
that such resumptions are crucial for global
economic recovery.4 Israel and the State of New
York have already introduced vaccine certificates
primarily for domestic purposes (but also for
international travel). More recently, the European Parliament and member states reached a
provisional agreement on the Digital COVID-19
Certificate, confirming that the certificate will
go live on 1 July.5 Many other vaccine certificate
programmes are in development. As of 3 June,
36 airline companies have already started trialling the International Air Transport Association
Digital Travel Pass.6
Regardless of the WHO’s position on
COVID-19 certificates, such certificates are

Summary box
►► WHO has not yet endorsed the COVID-19 certificates.

However, the European Union, nation states and the
airline companies recently introduced, or will soon
introduce COVID-19 certificates to open their borders to vaccinated visitors.
►► The World Committee on Tourism Ethics, an independent and impartial body under the aegis of the World
Tourism Organization, issued a Recommendation,
requesting governments and other entities to implement COVID-19 certificates for international travel
in free, universally available and non-discriminatory
manner.
►► The recommendation also limits its use and time as
well as the provision of vaccines and certificates as
a part of international holiday packages.

already required to enter several countries, and
other countries are considering their introduction. To resolve this disconnect, on 7 May, the
World Committee on Tourism Ethics, an independent and impartial body of the General
Assembly of the World Tourism Organization,
met and issued a recommendation for the
ethical implementation of COVID-19 certificates
for international travel.7 The recommendation
does not urge the use of COVID-19 certificates
but rather sets essential conditions for implementing COVID-19 certification programmes
ethically. Seven independent conditions are
recommended based on the Global Code of
Ethics for Tourism and the Framework Convention on Tourism Ethics.
The first item defines the COVID-19 certificate as a unique document taking one or
more of the following forms: a vaccination
certificate (proof of vaccine-acquired immunity), a COVID-free certificate (proof of non-
infection) or a certificate of recovery (proof
of infection-acquired immunity).
Recently, public debate has been heated
regarding the greater ethicality of vaccine
certificates compared with certificates of
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not form part of vaccination holiday packages and must
remain a global public good.’ Those with the financial means
to travel and get vaccinated would benefit from vaccine
tourism, but the attendant depletion of vaccines for locals
creates ethical problems as the majority of the world’s population waits for access to vaccines.
The recommendation aims to enable COVID-19 certificates to pave the way for safer and free international
travel and restore confidence in tourism while considering ethical and human rights concerns from the viewpoint of tourism ethics. The technological, sanitary and
legal matters related to COVID-19 certificates do not
fall under the remit of this Committee. For this reason,
this list is neither sufficient nor comprehensive to implement the use of COVID-19 certificates. Feedback from
the legal, medical and scientific communities and further
efforts for global coordination and the standardisation of
the certification system are absolutely necessary to fairly
and effectively implement COVID-19 certificates for
international travel at the global level.
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recovery for the following two reasons. First, vaccine-
acquired immunity is more reliable in terms of effectiveness and duration compared with infection-acquired
immunity. Second, vaccine certificates would create an
incentive to get vaccinated while immunity certificates
would create a misguided incentive to intentionally
expose oneself to acquire immunity. The recommendation is primarily a response to the recent move towards
requiring vaccine certificates, but it is also relevant for
other types of certificates, namely COVID-
free certificates or certificates of recovery.
The second item restricts the use of COVID-19 certificates
to international travel. Some advocate for requiring vaccine
certificates to access a wide range of public and private spaces
domestically. However, such a requirement could restrict the
civil liberties and daily activities of those who are not vaccinated, exacerbating existing societal and health inequalities.
Requiring vaccine certificates for international travel is less
harmful because many countries have already closed their
borders and it is unlikely that travellers with no certificate
can enter such countries until the pandemic is over at the
global level. The sixth item further requires governments
to work towards reducing the accessibility gap to COVID-19
certificates by ensuring the population’s wide access to free
vaccines, affordable tests and free certificates. Note that the
second item does not intend to limit the use of COVID-19
certificates for domestic purposes; rather, it considers the
ethicality of COVID-19 certificates for international travel
separately from the ethicality of certificates for domestic use.
The third item establishes that COVID-19 certificates for
international travel should cease to be required as soon as
the WHO declares the end of the Public Health Emergency
of International Concern. Certificate requirements should
not bar the entry of unvaccinated visitors once the external
threat posed by COVID-19 is reasonably low.
The fourth item requires the certificate to be available
both in digital and paper formats. As many vulnerable and
disadvantage people do not have smartphones or access
to stable internet connections, they are more likely to be
excluded from the COVID-19 certificate system if the certificate is only available digitally. This is particularly the case in
low-income and middle-income countries where information and communication infrastructure is weak.
The fifth item ensures data protection and the privacy of
the COVID-19 certificate, which contains personal medical
information. Together with item 6, the fifth item requires
government and other entities to ensure data protection,
privacy and that people can acquire and maintain the certificates for free. Free certificates with vaccines and affordable
tests are helpful not only in ensuring equality of access to
COVID-19 certificates but also in preventing fake certificates
since high costs incentivise a market for fake certificates. It
also requires that personal medical information obtained
for the COVID-19 certificate not be used for purposes other
than entry into a country.
Finally, the last item explicitly cautions countries against
pursuing vaccination tourism, stating that ‘vaccines should

