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Introduction
—
There has been a range of international travel restrictions in place across 
Europe since the start of the pandemic. Countries in the European 
Economic Area (EEA) have implemented different restrictions from one 
another in response to the same set of circumstances. These restrictions 
have also changed over time within a given country—e.g. from mandatory 
quarantine, to pre-departure PCR tests, to antigen tests upon arrival.

Successful vaccination campaigns, natural immunity, and improved 
treatments such as antivirals mean that many European countries have 
removed or are significantly reducing local restrictions even as Omicron is 
still spreading. At the same time, as of 26 January, 12 EU member states 
still required vaccinated passengers to take pre-departure tests (in some 
cases in addition to on-arrival tests) for intra-European travel. 

More recently, some countries have started to remove travel restrictions, 
and as of February 2022, only one country has travel restrictions in place. 
The European Council has also adopted revised recommendations for a 
common approach to travel measures for intra-EU travel as of 
1 February based on an individual risk-based approach rather than the 
epidemiological situation of a country or region.¹ It states that there should 
be no testing or quarantine/self-isolation for fully vaccinated or recovered 
travellers holding a valid EU Digital COVID Certificate (DCC).² On 
22 February, the Council also adopted a proposal to facilitate extra-EU 
travel.³

However, the experience with Omicron shows that countries are quick to 
introduce travel restrictions once a variant is identified as a VOC,⁴ and 
are then slow to remove them. Indeed, there is an Emergency Break 
procedure in the Council’s recommendation allowing states to reimpose 
travel restrictions in case new Variants of Concern or Interest are detected. 
This is despite evidence showing that travel restrictions have not been 
effective at slowing the spread of Omicron, and the significant costs of 
such restrictions for passengers, the aviation sector, and the economy.

1 See European Council (2022), ‘Infographic - A common approach to COVID-19 travel measures in the EU’, https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/infographics/covid19-travel-
measures-eu-january-2022/.
2 Unvaccinated passengers should be subject to a NAAT or rapid antigen test before arrival or within 24 hours of arriving.
³ See European Union (2021), ‘Proposal for a COUNCIL RECOMMENDATION amending Council Recommendation (EU) 2020/912 on the temporary restriction on non-essential 
travel into the EU and the possible lifting of such restriction’, 26 January, https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/4dc62746-4df9-11ec-91ac-01aa75ed71a1/
language-en, and European Council (2022), ‘Infographic - COVID-19: travel from third countries into the EU ‘, 22 February, https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/infographics/
covid19-travel-restrictions-third-countries-february2022/. For example, member states should not only accept COVID-19 vaccines that have been granted a marketing 
authorisation pursuant to Regulation (EC) No 726/2004 of the European Parliament and of the Council, but also those having completed the emergency listing procedure of the 
World Health Organization (WHO).
⁴ There is generally a delay between variants first being sequenced and then identified as a VOC. This means that even if travel restrictions are put in place soon after a variant is 
identified as a concern, cases are already likely to have been seeded at that stage.

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/4dc62746-4df9-11ec-91ac-01aa75ed71a1/langua
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/4dc62746-4df9-11ec-91ac-01aa75ed71a1/langua
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/infographics/covid19-travel-restrictions-third-countries-february
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/infographics/covid19-travel-restrictions-third-countries-february
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Analysis: scenarios and results
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Results
—

Air travel restrictions do not affect the size of the peak

Introducing air passenger testing does not affect the height of the peak 
of cases, relative to not having any restrictions in place. This holds even 
when travel volumes are high. 
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Impact of delaying travel restrictions on the timing of the peak 
— 
As variants become more infectious according to the scenarios we have 
modelled, it becomes more difficult to impose travel restrictions that 
can have an impact on the timing of the peak of cases. The table below 
shows how the delay of the peak depends on the number of days it takes 
to put restrictions in place. For example, for Omicron +, if restrictions are 
put in place one week after the variant is first imported, the peak would 
be delayed by a maximum of two days. It took Italy over six weeks and 
Finland eight weeks from the time that Omicron was first sequenced to 
introduce travel restrictions.

The table below shows the impact of variant infectiousness on the delay of 
the peak when travel volumes are high (i.e. 80% of 2019 levels). Variants 
are ordered from least to most infectious. The scenario where Day 0 travel 
restrictions are introduced can be considered akin to having pre-emptive 
travel restrictions in place. 
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A1.1	 Sensitivity: when there is an ongoing vaccination roll-out

If there is an ongoing vaccine roll-out (e.g. due to waning immunity), travel 
restrictions can have a small impact on the peak of cases and can delay 
the peak by a few days, particularly when travel volumes are high.

Booster vaccine still being rolled out
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A1.3	 Additional plots: impact of delayed implementation of testing 		
                on timing of peak

A1.3.1	 When there is no ongoing vaccination roll-out

Impact of introducing travel restrictions, by the delay from the day of the 
first seeded case (pre-departure antigen 48hrs or PCR 72hrs)
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