
 

TEST STRATEGIE – UPDATE OCTOBER 2021 

RAG vergadering 05/10/2021 

 

CONTEXT 

Naarmate het winterseizoen nadert, beginnen andere respiratoire virussen opnieuw te circuleren, 

waardoor het moeilijker wordt om mogelijke gevallen van COVID-19 te identificeren op basis van 

klinische symptomen. Bovendien wordt de naleving van de huidige strategie in vraag gesteld in 

het kader van een stijgende vaccinatiegraad, een beperkte druk op de intensieve zorgen, en 

pandemische vermoeidheid. Ten slotte roepen huisartsen op om het aantal door hen uitgevoerde 

testen te verminderen, zodat zij zich na bijna 20 maanden pandemie weer op hun kerntaken 

kunnen richten. De teststrategie is een breed onderwerp dat verschillende aspecten omvat en de 

hoeksteen vormt voor diverse andere maatregelen.   

 

AANBEVELINGEN 

1. Algemene aanbevelingen 

 Huisartsen moeten zich kunnen concentreren op hun kerntaken, namelijk zorgen 

voor mensen die klinische zorg nodig hebben. Het is van het grootste belang dat er 

structuren worden opgezet of in stand gehouden om de druk op de huisartsen in verband 

met tests te verminderen. Tests moeten dicht bij huis en met een lage drempel 

beschikbaar zijn, anders zullen de mensen deze structuren niet gebruiken en toch hun 

huisarts bellen. 

 De teststrategie zal afhangen van het succes waarmee deze structuren inderdaad 

worden opgezet en/of onderhouden. Indien dit niet het geval is, zal dit onvermijdelijk 

moeten leiden tot een wijziging van de teststrategie, bijvoorbeeld zoals voorgesteld 

door Domus Medica (zie bijlage 5). 

 De werklast van de huisartsen (via de huisartsenbarometer) en de doorlooptijden van 

de labresultaten zullen verder moeten worden opgevolgd.   

 Testcentra moeten worden opengehouden zolang de strategie erop gericht is de 

verspreiding van het virus in de samenleving te beheersen, met identificatie/isolatie 

van besmette personen en tracering van contacten. 

 Om de samenleving open te houden zijn nog steeds gerichte interventies nodig voor de 

mensen die besmet zijn of aan een verhoogd risico zijn blootgesteld. Daarom moet in de 

huidige situatie niet worden afgezien van het testen van mensen met mogelijke 

symptomen van COVID-19, maar moet dit wel logistiek haalbaar worden gemaakt.  

 Het blijven gebruiken van mondmaskers in drukke openbare ruimten, aandacht voor 

hand- en hoesthygiëne en het bevorderen van telewerken blijven belangrijk om de 

circulatie van SARS-CoV-2 en andere aandoeningen van de luchtwegen te beperken.  

 

 

 



2. Testen van personen met mogelijke symptomen van COVID-19 

 Het testen van personen met milde symptomen (zowel gevaccineerden als niet-

gevaccineerden) blijft belangrijk om de virale overdracht te beperken. In geval van een 

positieve test moet de besmette persoon worden geïsoleerd en moeten zijn/haar contacten 

worden getest.  

 Aangezien veel van deze mensen met milde symptomen geen klinische zorg nodig hebben, 

moeten de tests NIET via huisartsen worden uitgevoerd.  

 Creëer een zelfbeoordelingsinstrument om mensen met milde symptomen in staat te 

stellen een gratis testrecept te krijgen zonder langs de huisarts te gaan. Een 

testafspraak moet tellen als bewijs om die dag afwezig te blijven van het werk (of 

telewerk). Om misbruik te vermijden kan een maximum aantal testen worden 

vastgelegd dat via dit systeem kan worden aangevraagd (bvb. 2 per maand / 3 per 3 

maanden...) .   

 Geef symptomatische HRC's onmiddellijk een testcode (zoals bij asymptomatische 

HRC's), in plaats van hen door te verwijzen naar een huisarts (scripts voor call 

centers moeten worden aangepast). 

 Sta het testen van mensen met milde symptomen toe door middel van een snelle 

antigeentest in de apotheek (met de nodige maatregelen voor infectiepreventie en 

als aanvulling op de reeds bestaande tests op vertrekkende reizigers).   

 

 Aangezien COVID-19 een aspecifieke klinische presentatie heeft, zal een brede 

gevalsdefinitie nodig blijven.  

 Er wordt aan herinnerd dat clinici hun klinisch oordeel kunnen (en moeten) gebruiken 

en dat er niet hoeft te worden getest als er een duidelijke andere oorzaak wordt 

gevonden (bv. koorts na vaccinatie, angor pectoris...) of in geval van milde 

symptomen met een recente infectie (<180 dagen).   

 Er wordt ook aan herinnerd dat waterige diarree, acute verwardheid en plotse collaps 

alleen moeten worden beschouwd als mogelijke symptomen voor COVID-19 bij 

specifieke populaties zoals ouderen.   

3. Testen van hoogrisicocontacten 

 De huidige teststrategie voor hoogrisicocontacten moet worden behouden, ook voor kinderen 

<12 jaar. Zoals reeds vermeld, moeten huisartsen NIET bij deze testen betrokken worden.   

4. Testen van reizigers 

 De belangrijkste doelstelling van de teststrategie voor reizigers moet zijn om de 

introductie van een nieuwe VOC in België uit te stellen, door middel van identificatie en 

isolatie van besmette personen. Zolang nieuwe voorstellen voor een geharmoniseerde 

aanpak op Europees niveau met deze doelstelling verenigbaar zijn, zijn ze aanvaardbaar. 

 Het is niet haalbaar nog een categorie landen te creëren om een andere strategie te 

volgen voor niet-EU/Schengen-landen, behalve voor de bestaande categorie van de 

"witte lijst". Zolang het VK niet op de Europese witte lijst staat, moeten daarom 

dezelfde maatregelen gelden als voor andere derde landen. 

 De maatregelen voor reizigers moeten zo eenvoudig en geharmoniseerd mogelijk 

zijn. Om het risico te beperken, moeten alle inkomende reizigers waarvoor een 



testverplichting bestaat, een bewijs van een recente negatieve PCR-test hebben 

voordat zij op reis gaan in plaats van na aankomst (aangezien een positieve test na 

aankomst zou betekenen dat medepassagiers tijdens de reis mogelijk besmet 

werden). De mogelijkheid om pas bij aankomst getest te worden (voor Belgische 

residenten en niet-residenten uit derde landen) moet daarom geschrapt worden.  

 

ELEMENTS OF DISCUSSION 

 We are in an intermittent phase, where SARS-CoV-2 is evolving from an unknown virus with 

enormous epidemic potential to an endemic virus. However, at this stage, there are still a lot 

of unknowns on what can be expected the coming winter months.  

o For endemic respiratory viruses, testing is only done for clinical reasons. Surveillance 

of endemic respiratory viruses in Belgium is performed through a sentinel GP system. 

o To limit viral transmission during the pandemic, non-pharmaceutical interventions 

were done, including contact tracing. The advantage of contact tracing is that it is a 

targeted intervention: rather than imposing restrictive measures to the entire society, 

restrictions are only imposed to those with a direct exposure to the virus.  

 In order to be able to perform contact tracing, infectious individuals need to be identified. The 

clinical presentation of COVID-19 is aspecific and overlaps with other respiratory illnesses. As 

the circulation of other respiratory viruses increases, this means that more tests will need to 

be performed to identify infectious individuals.   

 There are clear signals from the field that the current burden for testing people with mild 

symptoms on the first line health system (GPs) cannot be sustained. The workload brought 

on by this has a tangible impact on access to health care for other patients (e.g. with chronic 

conditions or mental health issues).   

 For most people with mild symptoms, testing offers little to no direct clinical benefit.  

 Surveillance of the epidemic can be done through other routes (e.g. sentinel surveillance, 

surveillance of Severe Acute Respiratory Infection) than through testing of all symptomatic 

individuals, and is also based on other indicators (such as hospitalization). The purpose of 

testing is thus not surveillance. 

 As there are currently many respiratory viruses circulating and barriers to testing are high, 

current testing guidelines are not being followed (neither by patients nor GPs).  

 Currently, the average delay between symptom onset and seeking a test is about 2 days. 

Adding on to that are the delays to actually get the test and receive the result. On average, 

the call centre contacts an index case about 4 days after symptom onset. As the infectious 

period precedes symptom onset, the effectiveness of contact tracing (especially in a relatively 

open society) is questioned by some experts.  

 On the other hand, especially because there are very few NPIs still in place, contact tracing 

might be even more important. It is recognized that the current strategy will never lead to full 

suppression of the virus and still allow for some transmission. However, even modest 

reductions in number of contacts (for infected people) can have great impacts on the increase 

in hospitalizations, as is shown by ECDC modelling in their most recent risk assessment.  

 Broad testing could have the advantage to allow mildly symptomatic persons with a negative 

test result to resume some of their activities. 

 The proposal of Domus Medica to stop testing children <12y was discussed. The majority of 

participants however felt that the current situation (high PR in symptomatic children, few 

https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/publications-data/rapid-risk-assessment-assessing-sars-cov-2-circulation-variants-concern


restrictions in place, intergenerational contact) does not allow to broaden the exceptions on 

testing for children <6y with mild symptoms.    

 Even when test-positivity rate in symptomatic individuals is rather low (e.g. test-positivity rate 

of 10%, meaning 9 out of every 10 people will be tested in vain), abandoning testing of this 

group would quickly lead to high absolute cumulative numbers of infectious individuals in 

society.  

 Using an online self-assessment tool for persons with mild symptoms to check if they fulfill the 

case definition and could get a code for a test was already recommended by the RAG about 

a year ago, but never implemented. It is however also used in other countries and would allow 

to limit the pressure on GPs.  

 Despite the recommendation to test persons with recent symptoms with a rapid antigen tests 

(RATs), their actual use  remains currently limited: only 7% of all RATs are performed for 

possible cases. It is important to also consider administrative aspects (certificate of illness) 

when designing test routes not involving the GP. 

 The current case definition already incorporates clinical judgement (no testing required if clear 

other cause for symptoms, e.g. fever post-vaccination) and excludes testing of people with 

only a runny nose. Clear information (such as e.g. here) should be made available to the 

public.  

 

Testing returning/arriving travelers 

 The objectives of testing arriving international travelers are (1) to screen people who have 

potentially a high risk of being infected with SARS-CoV-2 and detect the positive cases before, 

or as soon as possible after, entering the country, and (2) to delay introduction of and rapidly 

detect newly emerging variants that are not yet widespread in Belgium. Available evidence 

and the relatively high PR among screened incoming travelers in Belgium justifies to continue 

screening. Travelers are a targeted population for extensive sequencing of positive test 

results, but not all positive tests are sequenced. However, as long as positive results are 

detected and those travelers isolated, the test strategy will delay introduction of new VOCs in 

society.  

 Testing of arriving (non-vaccinated) travelers remains also important to avoid (massive) 

introduction of infected persons from countries with a widespread virus circulation, including 

from some EU countries with a low vaccine coverage (< 50%), currently experiencing a surge 

of infections and high incidences (Latvia, Estonia, Romania, ..).  

 

 The number of tests conducted among returning/arriving travelers is determined by the extent 

of traveling, by the amount of areas considered as high-risk and by the vaccination status of 

the travelers. It is difficult to predict what this number will be in the coming months. It is 

expected that in the period before Christmas the number of travelers will remain quite stable, 

that the number of high-risk areas will not substantially increase and that the % of travelers 

who are fully vaccinated will only increase. During the month of September 2021 the weekly 

number of travelers requiring at least one test was on average 32,458. The Task Force Testing 

estimates that the weekly number of tests among incoming travelers in the coming months 

(maintaining the current test indications) will be between 17,500 and 21,000. 

https://www.vwvj.be/sites/default/files/infectieziekten/infectieziekten_-_nieuws/beslisboom_covid-19_leerlingen_ko_lo_so_20210831r2.pdf


 Different test strategies are possible and the evidence documenting what strategy is most 

effective is limited. The available evidence indicates that a test before or just after arrival 

detects most positive cases, but that a second test later after arrival still detects an important 

number of additional positive cases.  

 The lack of precise evidence results in countries applying a big diversity of test strategies, in 

whom to test, how often to test and when to test. They are often a compromise between what 

is most effective and what is feasible/acceptable. Overall, most countries are more strict 

than Belgium with regards to having proof of a negative test before embarking on the 

return, and some are less demanding with regards to testing after arrival. 

BACKGROUND 

1. 1. BELGIAN DATA 

General  

 An overview of the epidemiological situation can be found in the RAG epidemiology 

(NL/FR). Belgium is currently in alert phase 2, with a relatively limited pressure on the 

hospital system. 

 Long-term predictions on the evolution of the epidemic have a high degree of uncertainty 

and highly depend on behavioral patterns. So far, it seems we are following the most 

favorable scenario of the prediction models (predictions available here). 

 

 The total number of tests per age category is presented in Figure 1. For all age categories 

except <10y and 65+, the total number of tests performed was much higher over 

summer than it currently is. Since May 2021, younger children (0-9 years old) have 

always been the least tested age group. 

Figure 1: total number of tests performed by age category (per 100,000 persons) since 

15/02/2021 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Testing of symptomatic individuals  

 Since the end of the summer, testing for possible cases is the most frequent reason for 

testing (for tests with eForm/CTPC code). The current level of tests being performed for 

https://covid-19.sciensano.be/sites/default/files/Covid19/RAG_Meest%20recente%20update%20epidemiologie_NL.pdf
https://covid-19.sciensano.be/sites/default/files/Covid19/RAG_Derni%C3%A8re%20mise%20%C3%A0%20jour%20%C3%A9pid%C3%A9miologique_FR.pdf
https://covid-en-wetenschap.github.io/assets/20210914_technical_note_SIMID.pdf


possible cases is comparable to the number of tests performed for departing travelers over 

summer and much lower than the number of tests in spring 2021 (Figure 2).  

Figure 2: Number of tests performed by indication and per day from 01/01/2021  

Source: eForms/CTPC codes, available for ~60% of tests 

 

 In a context of increased testing of symptomatic people and probably increased co-circulation 

of other respiratory viruses, the test-positivity rate (PR) for symptomatic persons decreased 

at the end of the summer, and is currently stabilizing (Figure 3). The trend is comparable in 

all age groups, except a recent small increase in 65+. Overall, , the PR for symptomatic 

individuals is around 10% (ranging between 5% n Flanders and 15% in Brussels) and remains 

about twice as high as the overall PR.  

Figure 3: Test-positivity rate split by symptom status at time of test and by age group 

 

 

 Since the 1st of August 2021, 81% of all rapid antigen tests (RAT) were performed in 

pharmacies (230,750 out of a total of 285,053 tests). The use of RATs in symptomatic persons 

is very limited: only 7% of all RATs were performed for symptomatic persons. Similar to 

the global results, PR for RATs in symptomatic persons have gone down in the recent weeks 



(currently about 5%), but remain much higher than in asymptomatic persons (Figure in Annex 

3). 

 

 Upon contact by the call centre, all index cases are asked about possible symptoms. Figure 

4 below presents the most frequent symptoms as reported by the symptomatic index cases 

since 01/01/2021. Reported symptoms have not importantly changed over time (data not 

shown).  

Figure 4: Most frequent symptoms reported by symptomatic index cases (n= 313,041 

unvaccinated / 24,802 vaccinated) since 01/01/2021 Source: Belgian contact tracing data 

 
 Some symptoms from the figure above (like headache and runny nose) might just be very 

prevalent in the population, including in those testing negative for SARS-CoV-2. Linking 

symptoms reported by high-risk contacts with their test results, allows to identify those 

symptoms most predictive (specific) for COVID-19. Anosmia and fever have the highest 

positive predictive value (64% and 61%) but lack sensitivity, as <40% of cases are presenting 

with this symptom. As is shown in Figure 5, high-risk contacts with a cough (alone or in 

combination with a runny nose) or a combination of runny nose and headache at the time of 

contact with the call center are those most likely to test positive.  
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Figure 5: test-positivity rate for high-risk contacts by most frequently reported 

symptom(s) at time of contact with call centre Souce: Belgian contact tracing data, 

1/10/2020-30/09/2021 

 Pre-COVID-19, the highest incidence of consultations for influenza-like-illnesses was in the 

period January-March. At the height of the peak, up to 800/100.000 inhabitants per week 

would contact their GP, corresponding with approximately 90.000 cases/week or an average 

of 13.000/day (graph presented in Annex 5). In comparison, during previous COVID-waves, 

a maximum of 80,000 tests/day were done (including other indications than symptomatic 

testing).  

Testing of (vaccinated) contacts  

 With the current high vaccination coverage, vaccinated individuals will make up a larger part 

of index cases and high-risk contacts. Between 25/06/2021-25/09/2021, fully vaccinated 

individuals made up 23% of index cases and 40% of high-risk contacts.  

Table 1: Number of tests and test-positivity rates by vaccination status, 01/09/2021 – 

02/10/2021, Belgium 

HRC   Total T1 tested T1 positive   T2 tested* T2 positive 

Vaccinated N 21,749 19,409 1,505 10,307 696 

  % 100% 89% 8% 58% * 7% 

Unvaccinated N 12,544 9,795 2,473 4,741 780 

  % 100% 78% 25% 65% * 16% 

     *% of those with first negative test 

 Comparing compliance to the test-strategy and test-positivity rates in vaccinated vs. 

unvaccinated high-risk contacts for the past month, we can note the following (table 1): 

o Vaccinated HRC are more likely to get a first test (to be released from quarantine) but 

less likely to get a second test compared to unvaccinated HRCs 

o Test-positivity rates are >2x as high in unvaccinated HRCs 



o Test-positivity rates for vaccinated HRCs are similar for first test than for second test 

(cave: there might be some bias since loss of follow-up for 2nd test)  

 

 

 Both the vaccination status of the index patient and his/her HRC influence risk of infection, 

but the most important factor is the vaccination status of the HRC. This can be seen from 

Figure 6 below: there is a wider gap between the red and blue line for HRCs for the most 

recent period.  

Figure 6: Secondary attack rates by vaccination status of index case (left) or high-risk 

contact (right) Source: Belgian contact tracing data  

 
 Even with the delta variant (dominant in Belgium since early July), it seems that spread 

between fully vaccinated individuals remains more limited than between unvaccinated 

individuals. Of note though is that there is still non-negligible spread between fully vaccinated 

index cases and HRC. The secondary attack rates presented in Figure 7 might be an 

underestimation since fully vaccinated HRC only required a first test in the period 25/06-31/08.  

 

  



Figure 7: Secondary attack rates for confirmed infections with delta variant by 

vaccination status of both index case and high-risk contact Source: Belgian contact tracing 

data & genomic surveillance  

 

 

Testing of incoming travelers 

 Figure 8 shows the total number of weekly arrivals in Belgium from red zones (both EU and 

non-EU). In blue is the total of travelers that provided a NISS code and required testing 

according to the regulations. In light grey are fully vaccinated travelers coming from EU red 

zones who were exempt from testing and dark grey is travelers from red zones who required 

testing but for which no test result is available (either not tested or result not linked since NISS 

lacking, e.g. for foreign residents). In September, the average weekly arrivals from red 

zones was 209,224 travelers, of which 38,549 were identified as needed to be tested.  

 

Figure 8: Number of arrivals in Belgium from Red zones, August-September 2021 (Source: 

Paloma platform) 



 Among the travelers who received a code for a test in August and September 2021, on 

average 89% performed a first test. This is usually the test on day 0, but is in some cases 

(when having proof of a negative test before returning, and no test on day 0 is needed) the 

test on day 7. On August 31st the regulations changed and a second test on day 7 was required 

for unvaccinated travelers arriving from red EU/Schengen countries and vaccinated travelers 

arriving from other red countries. The number of travelers having a 2nd test on day 7 

increased in September to 60%. The average number of weekly tests performed among 

travelers was in September 45,216, of which 28,471 1st tests and 16,745 2nd tests.  

 Positivity rates are different in vaccinated and unvaccinated travelers and according to the 

region of origin. For the period July-August, test-positivity rates for vaccinated travelers 

returning from third countries were 7% for Morocco (vs. 16% in unvaccinated), 2.7% for Turkey 

(vs. 8%) and 2% for UK (vs. 3%). As the example of Morocco shows, in case of very high viral 

transmission and many social contacts, high positivity rates are possible even in vaccinated 

returning travelers 

 The PR of the 1st test was 4.1% in August and decreased to 1.5% at the end of 

September. The PR of the 2nd test is similar to the PR of the 1st test and follows the 

same trend. It has to be observed though that the denominator is not the same, because 

some travelers only have one test.  

 Of the 103,243 incoming tested travelers in the month of September, of whom the test results 

was reported, the large majority were Belgian residents (97%), of which slightly more than 

half (58%) were fully-vaccinated (and thus returning from a red non-EU/Schengen/white list 

country). The low percentage of foreign travelers is probably due to underreporting in the 

Paloma platform (see above).  

Figure 9: Percentage of travelers tested according to guidelines and PR, August-

September 2021 (Source: Paloma platform) 
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2. INTERNATIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS 

Testing of people with symptoms suggestive of COVID-19  

 Strategy for possible cases Criteria for testing 

BE Test all – RDT or PCR 
- except if clear other cause identified 
- except previous infection <180d 

- 1 of cough, shortness of breath, thoracic pain, 

anosmia/dysgeusia OR 
- 2 of fever, myalgia, fatigue, coryza, sore 

throat, anorexia/watery diarrhea, altered 
mental state, sudden collapse 

ECDC Test all – preferably PCR 1 of cough, fever, shortness of breath or sudden 

onset of anosmia, ageusia or dysgeusia 

WHO Test all if feasible - 1: sudden onset anosmia or ageusia without 

other identified cause (= probable case) OR 
- 2 fever + cough OR 
- at least 3 of fever, cough, general 

weakness/fatigue, headache, myalgia, sore 
throat, coryza, dyspnea, 
anorexia/nausea/vomiting, diarrhea, altered 
mental state  

CDC Test all RDT (confirm if negative) or PCR  
- except previous COVID <3m 

1 of fever or chills, cough, shortness of breath or 

difficulty breathing, new loss of taste or smell, 
fatigue, muscle or body aches, headache, sore 
throat, congestion or runny nose, nausea or 
vomiting, diarrhea 

PHE PCR asap 1 of fever, new onset cough, ansomia/dysgeusia 

NL Test all  1 of having a cold (coryza, sneezing, sore throat), 

cough, fever and chills, sudden 
anosmia/dysgeusia,  dyspnea 

DE Test mild symptoms if in contact with risk group or 
high risk of infection (e.g. after event with >10 
persons) 

- 1 of acute bronchitis, pneumonia, fever, 

shortness of breath, anosmia or dysgeusia 
- acute respiratory symptoms in combination 

with being exposed to risk groups, large 
groups of people (e.g. teachers), several 
cases in the household or having participated 
to an event with >10 people   

FR Test all PCR or RDT 1 of fever, cough, anosmia/dysgeusia, myalgia, 

fatigue, diarrhea, shortness of breath, anorexia  
 

  

https://covid-19.sciensano.be/nl/covid-19-gevalsdefinitie-en-testing
https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/covid-19/surveillance/case-definition
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/WHO-2019-nCoV-Surveillance_Case_Definition-2020.2
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/hcp/testing-overview.html
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/coronavirus-covid-19/testing/get-tested-for-coronavirus/
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/coronavirus-covid-19/testen/afspraak-maken
https://www.rki.de/DE/Content/InfAZ/N/Neuartiges_Coronavirus/Teststrategie/Testkriterien_Herbst_Winter.html
https://mesconseilscovid.sante.gouv.fr/#conseils


Testing of contacts of confirmed cases  

 Definition of (high) 
risk contacts 

Testing for 
vaccinated 

Testing for non-
vaccinated 

Type of test 

Belgium  Physical contact OR 

close contact for more 
than 15 minutes at 
<1,5m with an infected 
person 

1st test as soon as possible  
+ 2nd test at D7 

PCR 

CDC Close contact for more 
than 15 minutes at 
<1,5m (6 feet) with an 
infected person 

Test at D3-D5  
 

1st test as soon 
as possible and 
2nd test at D5-D7  

NAAT or Antigen test 

WHO Close contact for more 
than 15 minutes at <1m 
with a probable or 
confirmed infected 
person 

Risk-based 
approach by 
country 

Risk-based 
approach by 
country 

NAAT or Ag-RDTs 

France Close contact at <2m  asap +  D7 
 

PCR or Antigen test 

UK Face to face contact at 
<1m OR non-face to 
face contact at <1m for 
more than 1 minute OR 
contact for more than 
15 minutes at <2m 

 
asap 

PCR  

Netherlands Close contact for more 
than 15 minutes at 
<1,5m on a 24h period 

No test (unless you 
have symptoms) 

asap + D5 
 

PCR-, (TNO-)LAMP- or rapid 
antigen test 

Denmark Direct physical contact 
OR contact at <2m for 
more than 15 minutes 
OR contact at <2m 
during activities with 
heavy 
exhalation/physical 
exercise/enclosed 
space 

 
 

D4 + D6 
 

PCR 

 

Testing of international travelers  

The indications for testing returning or arriving travellers in selected countries are summarized in 

the table below and further described in the text. In short, test strategies differ substantially among 

countries. Some countries, such as the UK and the US, have stringent test requirements, while 

others are much more lenient. Except for the US, all countries distinguish between vaccinated 

and unvaccinated travellers.  

Comparing the current Belgian strategy to some other countries, we observe that  

 Belgium often makes a difference between Belgian residents and non-Belgian residents, while 

most countries don’t. 

 Belgium requires less pre-travel proof of a negative test and more often a test ASAP after 

arrival.  

 With regards to differences between fully vaccinated and non-fully vaccinated, some countries 

are less distinctive (US) and some more (France, Germany).  

https://covid-19.sciensano.be/fr/procedures/contacts-haut-risque
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/hcp/testing-overview.html
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/WHO-2019-nCoV-lab-testing-2021.1-eng
https://www.santepubliquefrance.fr/maladies-et-traumatismes/maladies-et-infections-respiratoires/infection-a-coronavirus/documents/depliant-flyer/j-ai-ete-en-contact-a-risque-avec-une-personne-malade-du-covid-19-fiche-patients
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-for-contacts-of-people-with-possible-or-confirmed-coronavirus-covid-19-infection-who-do-not-live-with-the-person/guidance-for-contacts-of-people-with-possible-or-confirmed-coronavirus-covid-19-infection-who-do-not-live-with-the-person#exempt
https://www.rivm.nl/en/coronavirus-covid-19/quarantine-and-isolation
https://www.sst.dk/en/English/publications/2020/What-to-do-if-you-are-a-close-contact-of-a-person-who-has-tested-positive-for-novel-coronavirus


 Most countries use a two-test strategy (a first test before or ASAP after arrival, and a second 

test later on), but some apply a one-test approach in certain circumstances. The Netherlands 

often recommends non-compulsory self-testing. 

Summary test indications for returning/arriving travelers (>=12 years) in selected countries: 

Country Vaccinated Unvaccinated 

Before travel After arrival  Before travel After arrival  

 Travelers coming from: 

Belgium None Test on day 0 and 7: 

 Other red countries 

 High-risk VOC countries 

 Red countries (non-Belgian 
residents) 

Optionally (in replacement of 
test on day 0): 

 Red EU/Schengen countries 
(Belgian residents) 

 VOC EU/Schengen countries 

Test on day 0 and 7 (Belgian 
residents): 

 Red countries  

 VOC countries  
Test on day 7 (non-Belgian 
residents): 

 Red countries  

 VOC countries 

Netherlands High-risk countries  High-risk countries (day 5)  
Not compulsory self-testing: 

 All other countries 

 Non-EU/Schengen countries 

 Non-green EU/Schengen 
countries 

Not compulsory self-testing: 

 Green countries 
Not compulsory test on day 2 
and 5: 

 Non-green countries 

France None None  All countries Randomly tested upon arrival: 

 Orange countries 
Systematically tested ASAP 
after arrival: 

 Red countries 

Germany VOC areas None  All countries  High-risk countries (day 5) 

UK 
(currently) 

All countries Test on day 2: 

 Amber list countries 
Test on day 2 and 8: 

 Red list countries 

 All countries Test on day 2: 

 Green list countries 
Test on day 2 and 8: 

 Amber list countries 

 Red list countries 

UK (from 
October 
onwards) 

None Test on day 2: 

 Non-red list countries 
Test on day 2 and 8: 

 Red list countries 

 All countries  All countries (day 2 and day 8) 

USA All countries  All countries (day 3-5)  All countries  All countries (day 3-5) 

 

ECDC 

The latest ECDC guidelines for COVID-19 testing of travellers dates March 12, 2021. The 

guidelines were developed in a context of rapidly spreading VOC’s and a still low vaccination 

coverage, and caution is therefore needed when translating them to the current context of no 

newly arising VOCs, high vaccination coverage and the predominance of the more transmissible 

Delta variant.  

The recommendation was to apply, for travellers coming from areas with one or more VOCs or 

areas with a high level of SARS-CoV-2 community circulation, a combined approach of quarantine 

and testing travellers: 

1. A pre-departure test, at the earliest 48 hours before departure or at the point of departure. 

If this is difficult or not feasible (e.g. for short business or personal trips or for any non-

residents at the place of departure), this could be replaced by a test performed 

https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/Guidance-for-COVID-19-quarantine-and-testing-for%20travellers.pdf


immediately upon arrival at the destination, followed by contact tracing in the event of a 

positive test.  

2. Testing five to seven days after arrival. 

They point out that countries should carefully weigh the expected public health benefit against the 

public health resources required to implement such measures and the socially and economically 

disruptive effects they may cause.  

European Commission 

ECDC publishes every week a COVID-19 travel risk map, using color codes - green, orange, red 

and dark red - that represent the COVID-19 risk levels in EU zones. EU countries agreed on 

a common framework for possible measures for travelers from these zones. 

Member states should: 

 strongly discourage all non-essential travel to and from dark red areas 

 require persons travelling from dark red areas to be in possession of a negative test 

certificate and to quarantine/self-isolate 

 apply the same measures as dark red areas to areas with a high prevalence of COVID-19 

variants of concern or interest 

 require persons travelling from orange or red areas to be in possession of a negative test 

certificate 

 exempt children under 12 from the requirement to undergo tests 

 exempt children and young people under 18 from the requirement to undergo 

quarantine/self-isolation where there is no such requirement on the person accompanying 

them 

However, fully vaccinated or travelers recovered from COVID-19 are exempted for testing or 

quarantine/self-isolation. 

In June 2020, the European Council adopted a recommendation on temporary restrictions on 

non-essential travel into the EU and the possible lifting of such restrictions, that was last updated 

in May 2021. According to the recommendation,  vaccinated persons, essential travelers and non-

essential travelers from countries on the EU's list should be allowed to travel into the EU under 

certain conditions. The EU’s list was last updated on 23 September 2021 and includes 14 non-

EU countries fulfilling certain criteria relating to the epidemiological situation. It recommends that 

persons travelling from any country for an essential or non-essential reason should have tested 

negative for COVID-19 in a PCR test taken no more than 72 hours before. In addition, member 

states may require self-isolation or quarantine for a period of up to 14 days, as well as further 

COVID-19 testing as needed during the same period. 

WHO 

WHO issued guidance with regard to testing in the context of international travel on 16 December 

2020, and published an update on 2 July 2021. It recommends to implement testing and/or 

quarantine measures to international travellers on a risk-based manner, taking into account the 

vaccination status and the probability of individuals from the country of departure being infected, 

in particular with a VOC. WHO does not recommend specific test schedules, but discourages the 

use of rapid Ag tests for screening travellers.  

 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/coronavirus/covid-19-travel-in-the-eu/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/coronavirus/covid-19-travel-into-the-eu/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/coronavirus/covid-19-travel-into-the-eu/
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/342212/WHO-019-nCoV-Risk-based-international-travel-2021.1-eng.pdf


CDC 

CDC has updated its guidance on international travel during COVID-19 on August 25, 2021, 

taking into account the higher transmissibility and viral load of Delta infections. 

All air passengers coming to the United States, including U.S. citizens and fully vaccinated 

people, are required to have a negative COVID-19 test result no more than 3 days before travel 

or documentation of recovery from COVID-19 in the past 3 months. Both PCR and approved rapid 

Ag tests are accepted.  

In addition, all air passengers must get tested 3-5 days after travel. Non-fully vaccinated travelers 

have to stay in quarantine for 7 days (independent of the test result). Fully vaccinated travelers 

only have to self-monitor possible symptoms. 

Non-fully vaccinated travelers are also advised to get tested 1-3 days before their trip. 

The Netherlands 

The Netherlands require a negative COVID-19 test pre-travel for travelers >=12 years returning 

or arriving from non-green countries within EU/Schengen or from non-EU/Schengen countries. 

Fully vaccinated people and people with a recovery certificate are exempted, but depending on 

the country arriving from. Travelers from high-risk countries always need to have a negative test 

result. This list comprises currently no countries. 

After arrival, testing is advised, including for fully-vaccinated people, but not compulsory. The 

advised test schedule depends on the country travelling from and the vaccination/recovery status: 

 Green countries, regardless of vaccination or recovery status: self-test 

 Non-green countries and vaccination or recovery certificate: self-test 

 Non-green countries and no vaccination or recovery certificate: test with either a self-test or 

at a testing center (with a self-appointment) on day 2 and 5 after arrival 

 High-risk countries, regardless of vaccination or recovery status: compulsory quarantine of  

10 days, that can be shortened if negative test on day 5  

France 

France has developed guidelines per type of country arriving from (green, orange or red) and 

vaccination status.  

Pre-travel, fully-vaccinated returning/arriving travelers (>=12 years) do not require a negative 

test, regardless of the type of country travelling from. Non-fully vaccinated people do require a 

negative test (PCR or rapid Ag test): 

 <72 hours when arriving from a green country (comprises all EU/Schengen countries and 

non-EU/Schengen countries with low virus circulation) 

 <72 hours if PCR, <48 hours if rapid Ag test, when arriving from an orange country 

 <48 hours when arriving from a red country 

After arrival, all travelers with vaccination/recovery certificate and travelers arriving from a green 

country, regardless of vaccination/recovery status, do not need to be tested. Travelers arriving 

from an orange country and without vaccination/recovery certificate can be randomly requested 

to be tested with a rapid Ag test, and are advised to self-isolate during 7 days. Travelers without 

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/travelers/international-travel-during-covid19.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/travelers/testing-international-air-travelers.html
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/coronavirus-covid-19/nederland-inreizen/testbewijs-voor-inreizen-nederland/wanneer-verplicht
https://www.gouvernement.fr/info-coronavirus/deplacements


vaccination/recovery certificate arriving from a red country are obligatory tested with a rapid Ag 

test, as soon as possible after arrival, and have to stay in quarantine for 10 days. 

United Kingdom 

All travelers to England, Scotland, Wales or Northern Ireland from abroad, including UK citizens, 

need to have proof of a negative COVID-19 test (PCR, LAMP or Ag test) performed in the 3 days 

before departure, even if they are fully vaccinated or travelling from a country or territory on the 

green list.  

After arrival, travelers from a green country or territory and fully vaccinated travelers from a 

country or territory on the amber list do not need to quarantine but must take a COVID-19 test on 

or before day 2 (paid for by the traveler). Non-fully vaccinated travelers who were in an amber 

country/territory in the 10 days before must quarantine for 10 days and take a test on or before 

day 2 test and on day 8. Travelers from a red country/territory must quarantine in a managed 

hotel and follow the same test procedures as non-fully vaccinated travelers from an amber 

country/territory, regardless of their vaccination status. 

From October 4, 2021, onwards new rules will apply.  The red, amber, green traffic light system 

will be changed to a single red list of countries and simplified travel measures for arrivals from the 

rest of the world.  

Fully-vaccinated travelers from non-red list countries will no longer require a pre-departure test, 

but must still test after arrival on or before day 2. Fully-vaccinated travelers from red list countries 

(mostly African and Latin American countries) must still quarantine and test on or before day 2 

and on day 8. The rules for fully vaccinated people will also apply to (non-fully vaccinated) under 

18 years old residents in the UK or one of the countries or territories with approved vaccination 

programs. 

Non-fully vaccinated travelers from any country outside the UK will need to have a pre-departure 

test, stay in quarantine and have an additional test on or before day 2 and on day 8. 

Germany 

Germany requires pre-travel proof of a negative COVID-19 test result from all non-fully 

vaccinated travelers (>=12 years) and from all travelers (regardless of vaccination status) coming 

from an area with a VOC. The test can either be a rapid Ag test (<48 hours; <24 hours if coming 

from a VOC area) or a PCR test (<72 hours). 

After arrival, travelers entering Germany following a stay in a high-risk area must stay in 

quarantine (10 days), unless they can provide proof of vaccination or recovery. The quarantine 

period may be ended on the basis of a negative test carried out no earlier than five days after 

entry. For children under the age of twelve quarantine ends automatically after 5 instead of 10 

days. Travelers from an area of variant of concern always have to quarantine for 14 days.  

  

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/coronavirus-covid-19-testing-for-people-travelling-to-england
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-international-travel-quarantine/pages/testing-for-people-travelling-to-scotland/
https://gov.wales/travel-wales-covid-19-testing-and-isolation
https://www.health-ni.gov.uk/news/pre-departure-testing-all-international-arrivals-northern-ireland
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/red-amber-and-green-list-rules-for-entering-england
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/red-amber-and-green-list-rules-for-entering-england
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/red-amber-and-green-list-rules-for-entering-england#amber-list
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/red-amber-and-green-list-rules-for-entering-england
https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/en/einreiseundaufenthalt/coronavirus


3. LITERATURE  

Broad strategies for the winter season as outlined by other international organizations 

Robert Koch Institute 

Mid-September, the German RKI published a strategy outline for the coming fall and winter 

season. They insist that we are currently in a transit phase until spring 2022 and need to maintain 

basic measures, including for people who have been fully vaccinated. The main goal should still 

be to keep viral transmission at low levels, as RKI judges herd immunity to be impossible.  

According to RKI, contact tracing is an essential intervention, as it offers the advantage to 

be highly targeted. The testing of symptomatic individuals therefore remains key, in order to 

kick-off the process of contact tracing and break the chains of transmission. Testing of children 

with respiratory symptoms is explicitly mentioned as one of the strategies that need to be 

maintained.  

Other basic measures that need to be maintained are physical distancing where possible, hand 

hygiene, face masks, the corona-alert application and good ventilation. 

 

British Academy of Medical Sciences (as mentioned in previous RAG advice) 

The British Academy of Medical Sciences recently published a rapid review into ‘COVID-19: 

Preparing for the future’. The document focusses on the winter 2021/2022 and makes 

recommendations for the transition towards lower levels of virus circulation.  

The report stresses the importance of continued access to fast and accurate testing of people 

with suspicious symptoms and self-isolation of confirmed cases. It recommends to consider 

how to incorporate multiplex testing with the expected increase in other respiratory infections in 

autumn and winter. 

Routine asymptomatic testing should be considered where either the rate of susceptible 

individuals becoming infected or the potential for poor outcomes is particularly high (e.g. 

health and social care settings). Wider routine asymptomatic testing may not be either cost-

effective, or worth the testing fatigue that may be induced where low prevalence rates lead to 

more false than true positive results. The academy advises to first pilot and evaluate the ‘novel’ 

use of rapid Ag tests (e.g. testing to access travel or sports events) to demonstrate their utility for 

either diagnosis or prevention, including understanding how it will affect wider test, trace and 

isolate compliance. 

Surprisingly, the Academy has doubts about the usefulness of onward contact tracing as 

currently performed in the UK. It considers it as unlikely to substantially reduce 

transmission, and finds that locally led outbreak investigations and surge testing in outbreak 

areas are likely to be more efficient ways to control the epidemic – especially if case numbers 

are low. They see more benefit in providing the infected person and members of their household 

with clear advice on minimizing transmission risk to other household members by physical 

distancing within or outside the home. Backward contact tracing (i.e. identifying who infected 

symptomatic cases), on the other hand, is considered  as a potentially powerful tool, in particular 

https://www.rki.de/DE/Content/InfAZ/N/Neuartiges_Coronavirus/Downloads/Vorbereitung-Herbst-Winter-Aktualisierung.html
https://acmedsci.ac.uk/file-download/4747802
https://acmedsci.ac.uk/file-download/4747802


because a minority of individuals cause the majority of onward infections.  It is likely to be most 

effective in the context of sporadic outbreaks rather than generalized epidemics. They 

recommend that future efforts be focused on evaluating and considering further use of tracing 

apps and backwards tracing.  

They further recommend that requirements for contacts to self-isolate may also be relaxed 

once high levels of immunity are achieved through vaccination or natural infection, to significantly 

reduce societal impacts. Waste water surveillance is considered a useful tool to identify where 

outbreaks are occurring and rapidly manage them to limit onward transmission. 

 

Symptoms caused by Delta variant infections 

Research from the UK, relying on the widespread use of a symptom tracking app and link with 

testing data, shows that the most common symptoms for people testing positive as of 21/09/2021 

were (1): 

Vaccinated Unvaccinated 

Runny nose Headache 

Headache Runny nose 

Sneezing Sore throat 

Sore throat Fever 

Anosmia Persistent cough 

 

The same researchers previously showed that testing everybody experiencing any of seven key 

symptoms - cough, fever, loss of smell, fatigue, sore throat, headache or diarrhoea – would 

identify 96% of symptomatic cases. A study published in the Lancet Child and Adolescent Health 

identified headache and fatigue as the most common symptoms in both younger (5-11y) and older 

children (12-17y) (2). Only 1 in 3 presented with fever (38%) and 1 in 4 with cough (25%). The 

study period ran from September 2020 to January 2021 (before widespread circulation of Delta). 

No scientific literature was identified regarding a possible change in presenting symptoms for the 

delta variant.  .  

Outbreaks in a highly vaccinated population 

As shown above based on Belgian contact tracing data, spread of the virus is importantly reduced 

among vaccinated individuals(3). A recent case report from Israel highlights however the potential 

of continued transmission even in a highly vaccinated population. An undiagnosed COVID-19 

infection in a fully vaccinated hemodialysis patient (whose symptoms were mistaken for a 

bloodstream infection) lead to a total of 42 cases, of which 39 were fully vaccinated. Most of the 

cases were in other patients (n=23), but also 16 staff members and 3 family members were 

involved, despite universal masking both by patients and staff still being the rule in the hospital 

(4).  

Testing of international travelers 

Several mathematical modeling and some observational studies have been published with 

regards to effectiveness of strategies of testing international travelers in reducing the spread of 

COVID-19. However, almost all of these date from the era before vaccination roll-out and 

Delta predominance, and extrapolation to the current context is risky. In addition, the few 

‘real-world’ experiences are each in a particular context. A Cochrane review of 13 modelling 



studies and 13 observational studies therefore concluded that these studies only provide ‘low-

certainty evidence’ (5). Nevertheless, there is consensus that testing international travellers will 

likely reduce viral spread.  

Observational studies generally show that most positive cases are detected by testing upon 

arrival, although that still an important number are additionally detected by a second test 

later on. For example, a study among 16,361 arriving international travelers at Toronto airport 

who were tested on day 0, day 7 and day 14 found that, of the 248 detected cases, 67% had 

tested positive on day 0, 27% on day 7 and 6% on day 14 (6). In a similar study among 2714 

arriving international travelers at Bahrain International Airport, who were tested upon arrival and 

at the end of a 14-day quarantine period, unless they presented symptoms before, 188 tested 

positive of which 136 upon arrival (72%) and the remaining during or at the end of the quarantine 

period (7).  

Some modelling studies have compared different test strategies. Kiang et al. estimated that pre-

travel PCR testing reduces the number of infectious days (the number of days that travelers are 

infectious after arrival) with 36% (29–41) compared with no testing and identifies 88% (76–92) of 

actively infectious travelers on the day of flight (8). Adding post-travel quarantine and PCR 

reduces the number of infectious days further to 82% (80–84). If the pre-travel screening is done 

with a rapid Ag test, the reductions are 32% (26–38) and 70% (67-72), without and with post-

travel quarantine and PCR respectively, and the % identified 86% (83–89). Dickens et al. 

estimated that testing travelers upon arrival, followed by quarantine and a test on day 7, 

reduces case importation on average by 90.2% (9). This was similar to testing upon arrival, 

followed by quarantine and a test on day 14 (91.7%) and to a 14-day quarantine without testing 

(91.2%), but much higher than a 7-day quarantine without testing (55.4%) and higher than testing 

upon arrival without quarantine and second test (77.2%). Johansson et al. found that a quarantine 

of 7 days combined with symptom monitoring and a test on day 3-4 after arrival is highly effective 

(95-99%). With effective quarantine after arrival, testing a few days later optimizes sensitivity to 

detect those infected immediately before or while traveling (10). Taylor et al. found that, without 

quarantine, a single RT-PCR taken upon arrival at the airport is only 39.6% effective (11). 

Alternatively, testing four days after arrival is 64.3% effective whereas a test at the airport plus 

additional test four days later is 68.9% effective. Clifford et al. observed that a quarantine period 

of 8 days on arrival with a PCR test on day 7 can reduce the number of infectious arrivals released 

into the community by a median 94% compared to a no quarantine, no test scenario (12).   

 

THE FOLLOWING EXPERTS CONTRIBUTED TO THIS ADVICE:  

Isabelle Dagneaux (CMG), Steven De Keukeleire (Microbiologist), Olivier Denis (CHU-UCL 

Namur), Achille Djiena (AViQ), Naima Hammami (Zorg en Gezondheid), Frédérique Jacobs 

(Hôpital Erasme), Yves Lafort (Sciensano), Tinne Lernout (Sciensano), Christelle Meuris (CHU-

Liège), Geert Molenberghs (UHasselt-KULeuven), Reinout Naesens (Ziekenhuisnetwerk 

Antwerpen), Elizaveta Padalko (UZGent), Dominique Roberfroid (KCE-UNamur), Patrick Smits 

(Zorg en Gezondheid), Stefan Teughels (Domus Medica), Ann Van den Bruel (KU Leuven), 

Olivier Vandenberg (LHUB-ULB), Koen Vanden Driessche (UZA), Roel Van Giel (Domus Medica), 

Steven Van Gucht (Sciensano), Pieter Vermeersch (UZ-Leuven), Erika Vlieghe (UZA), Pierrette 

Melin (CHU Liège), Laura Cornelissen (Sciensano). 



 

 

REFERENCES 

1.  Do I have COVID or a cold? How to tell the difference [Internet]. [cited 2021 Sep 29]. 
Available from: https://covid.joinzoe.com/post/do-i-have-covid-or-a-cold-how-to-tell-the-
difference 

2.  Molteni E, Sudre CH, Canas LS, Bhopal SS, Hughes RC, Antonelli M, et al. Illness duration 
and symptom profile in symptomatic UK school-aged children tested for SARS-CoV-2. The 
Lancet Child & Adolescent Health [Internet]. 2021 Aug 3 [cited 2021 Aug 23];0(0). Available 
from: https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanchi/article/PIIS2352-4642(21)00198-X/abstract 

3.  Braeye T, Cornelissen L, Catteau L, Haarhuis F, Proesmans K, De Ridder K, et al. Vaccine 
effectiveness against infection and onwards transmission of COVID-19: Analysis of Belgian 
contact tracing data, January-June 2021. Vaccine [Internet]. 2021 Aug 19 [cited 2021 Sep 
8]; Available from: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0264410X21011087 

4.  Shitrit P, Zuckerman NS, Mor O, Gottesman B-S, Chowers M. Nosocomial outbreak caused 
by the SARS-CoV-2 Delta variant in a highly vaccinated population, Israel, July 2021. 
Eurosurveillance. 2021 Sep 30;26(39):2100822.  

5.  Burns J, Movsisyan A, Stratil JM, Biallas RL, Coenen M, Emmert-Fees KM, et al. 
International travel-related control measures to contain the COVID-19 pandemic: a rapid 
review. Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2021 Mar 25;3:CD013717.  

6.  Goel V, Bulir D, De Prophetis E, Jamil M, Rosella LC, Mertz D, et al. COVID-19 international 
border surveillance at Toronto’s Pearson Airport: a cohort study. BMJ Open. 2021 Jul 
1;11(7):e050714.  

7.  Al-Qahtani M, AlAli S, AbdulRahman A, Salman Alsayyad A, Otoom S, Atkin SL. The 
prevalence of asymptomatic and symptomatic COVID-19 in a cohort of quarantined 
subjects. Int J Infect Dis. 2021 Jan;102:285–8.  

8.  Kiang MV, Chin ET, Huynh BQ, Chapman LAC, Rodríguez-Barraquer I, Greenhouse B, et 
al. Routine asymptomatic testing strategies for airline travel during the COVID-19 pandemic: 
a simulation study. Lancet Infect Dis. 2021 Jul;21(7):929–38.  

9.  Dickens BL, Koo JR, Lim JT, Sun H, Clapham HE, Wilder-Smith A, et al. Strategies at points 
of entry to reduce importation risk of COVID-19 cases and reopen travel. J Travel Med. 
2020 Dec 23;27(8):taaa141.  

10.  Johansson MA, Wolford H, Paul P, Diaz PS, Chen T-H, Brown CM, et al. Reducing travel-
related SARS-CoV-2 transmission with layered mitigation measures: Symptom monitoring, 
quarantine, and testing. medRxiv. 2020 Nov 24;2020.11.23.20237412.  

11.  Taylor RA, McCarthy C, Patel V, Moir R, Kelly LA, Snary EL. The risk of introducing SARS-
CoV-2 to the UK via international travel in August 2020. medRxiv. 2020 Sep 
9;2020.09.09.20190454.  



12.  Clifford S, Quilty BJ, Russell TW, Liu Y, Chan Y-WD, Pearson CAB, et al. Strategies to 
reduce the risk of SARS-CoV-2 importation from international travellers: modelling 
estimations for the United Kingdom, July 2020. Eurosurveillance. 2021 Sep 
30;26(39):2001440.  

  



ANNEX 1: SUMMARY CURRENT TEST STRATEGY 

Test indications are currently ordered by priority. 

Level 1a indications are considered as necessary and include (in order of priority): 

 Persons with suggestive symptoms 

 High-risk contacts* 

 Returning/arriving travelers from a risk zone 

 Low-risk contacts during a cluster investigation 

Level 1b indications are recommended in function of the epidemiological situation and if testing 

capacity allows it: 

 Non-COVID patients upon admission to a high-risk ward of a hospital  

 New residents of residential care centers 

 Repeated screening of asymptomatic staff of residential care centers and home care 

nurses, if vaccination coverage of residents <90% or staff <70%. 

 Visitors to residential care centers, if vaccination coverage of residents <90%. 

 Low-risk contacts outside the context of a cluster study 

Level 2 indications are considered useful but not necessary, and are therefore optional and 

depending on the epidemiological situation and other conditions to be met: 

 One-time screening of asymptomatic persons who have the potential to infect many others 

and for whom effective preventive measures are not or are difficult to implement 

 Repeated screening of asymptomatic populations who have the potential to infect many 

others and where effective preventive measures are not readily available or are difficult to 

achieve 

 Testing based on self-risk assessment, including self-testing 

*Source investigation (backward tracing and testing of high-risk contacts till 10 days before start 

of symptoms/positive test) can be done ad-hoc in specific situations, for example if a spreading 

event was identified or a new VOC is suspected, and once virus circulation has diminished (alarm 

level 1). 

A more detailed description of when and whom to test, by vaccination status, and the type of 

sample and test to use is summarized below. 

Vaccination status Test procedure Sample and test to use  

Symptomatic patients fulfilling case definition  

Non-fully vaccinated 
 Systematically test if >= 6 

years 

 Test <6 years only if there was 
a recent risk contact 

If symptoms <=5 days and no 

severe disease, preferentially 

rapid Ag test on respiratory 

sample (NPS, COTS, ANS); 

otherwise PCR on respiratory 

sample or saliva 

Fully vaccinated 



Vaccination status Test procedure Sample and test to use  

Asymptomatic high risk contacts  

Non-fully vaccinated 
 1st test ASAP after 

identification 

 Second test the earliest on day 
7  

PCR on nasopharyngeal swab 
(NPS) or combined oral-throat 
swab (COTS) 

Fully vaccinated 

Returning/arriving travellers  

Non-fully vaccinated 
 

 1st test ASAP after arrival: 
Belgian residents returning 
from risk zone (if not tested 
before arrival) 

 Second test the earliest on day 
7: 
o Belgian residents returning 

from risk zone 
o Non-Belgian residents 

arriving from a risk zone 
within EU 

PCR on nasopharyngeal swab 
(NPS) or combined oral-throat 
swab (COTS) 

Fully vaccinated 

 1st test ASAP after arrival: 
Belgian residents returning 
from risk zone outside EU  

 Second test the earliest on day 
7: 
o Belgian residents returning 

from risk zone outside EU 
o Non-Belgian residents 

arriving from a risk zone 
outside EU 

PCR on nasopharyngeal swab 
(NPS) or combined oral-throat 
swab (COTS) 

Asymptomatic low-risk contacts in cluster investigations 

Non-fully vaccinated  Only if deemed useful by 
health inspector 

PCR on NPS/COTS 

Fully vaccinated 

Other asymptomatic low risk contacts  

Non-fully vaccinated  Only if test capacity allows it PCR on NPS/COTS 

Fully vaccinated  No testing N/A 

Recommended one-time screenings 

Non-fully vaccinated 

 Non-COVID patients pre-
hospitalization, according 
hospital guidelines 

 New residents nursing homes 

PCR on NPS/COTS 

Fully vaccinated 

 Non-COVID patients pre-
hospitalization, if at great risk 
(e.g. pre-transplant) 

 New residents nursing homes 

PCR on NPS/COTS 



Vaccination status Test procedure Sample and test to use  

Required one-time screenings, at the cost of the screened person 

Non-fully vaccinated 

 Pre-event screening or other 
settings requiring CST 

PCR<48h on NPS/COTS or 
saliva (under supervision)  
OR rapid Ag test<24h on 
NPS/COTS 

 Departing travellers, if required 
by country of destination Per requirements of country of 

destination 
Fully vaccinated 

 Departing travellers, if required 
by country of destination 

Recommended repetitive screenings 

Non-fully vaccinated 
 Staff nursing homes if low 

vaccination coverage 
(residents <90% or staff<70%) 

1x/week PCR on saliva or 
2x/week Rapid Ag Test test on 
NPS/COTS 

Fully vaccinated  No testing N/A 

Optional one-time screenings 

Non-fully vaccinated 

 Visitors nursing homes with 
low vaccination coverage 
(residents <90%) Rapid Ag test on NPS/COTS 

 Other settings fulfilling certain 
conditions  

Fully vaccinated  No testing N/A 

Optional repetitive screenings 

Non-fully vaccinated 
 In a workplace setting 1x/week PCR on saliva or 

2x/week Rapid Ag Test test on 
NPS/COTS 

 In a school setting (if alarm 
level 2 or higher) 

Fully vaccinated  No testing N/A 

Optional testing based on self-risk assessment 

Non-fully vaccinated 

 In certain settings fulfilling 
certain conditions (for example 
university students) 

PCR or Rapid Ag test on 
NPS/COTS 

 Self-testing at home 
preventive out of courtesy or 
after suspected contact 

Rapid Ag test on anterior nasal 
swab (ANS) 

Fully vaccinated  No testing N/A 

 

  



 

ANNEX 2: ROUGH ESTIMATES OF NUMBER OF TESTS TO BE PERFORMED 

BY TEST INDICATION IN THE COMING MONTHS (TASK FORCE TESTING)  

Indication Assumption Number of 
tests/ day 

Symptomatic patients – 
primary care 

Important number of flue and other respiratory 
infections  

Up to 50.000 

Symptomatic patients – 
secondary care 

5000 

Contacts 5-10 contacts per index case 15-20.000 

New residents nursing 
homes 

 1000 

Pre-event screening 
(CST) 

 2000 

Departing travelers Between 25.000 and 30.000 travelers, of which 
85% with vaccination/recovery certificate 

4000-5000 

Returning/arriving 
travelers 

Between 25.000 and 30.000 travelers, of which 
90% with vaccination/recovery certificate 

2500-3000 

 

ANNEX 3: NUMBER OF RAPID ANTIGEN TESTS AND POSITIVITY RATES   
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ANNEX 4: NUMBER OF GP CONSULTATIONS FOR INLUENZA-LIKE 

ILLNESSES IN PREVIOUS SEASONS  

  

 

ANNEX 5: PROPOSAL DOMUS MEDICA FOR TEST STRATEGY IF NO 

ADDITIONAL TEST CAPACITY OUTSIDE OF GP PRACTICES 

 

 


