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Key Information: 
• The most accurate test to diagnose COVID-19 is a molecular test, this is done in the laboratory 

and needs a specimen that is collected using a swab from the back of the nose and throat.  

• People who are being repatriated to Vanuatu from certain counties are required to be tested for 
COVID-19 72 hours (three days) before departure and provided a medical clearance / report at 
least 24 hours before departure. Refer to https://covid19.gov.vu/ for up to date information. 

• Some countries require evidence of a negative COVID-19 test prior to approval to enter their 
country and this can be arranged via Vila Central Hospital. Refer to https://covid19.gov.vu/ for up 
to date information.  

• Tests that look for antigens or antibodies are not recommended for use by the World Health 
Organisation as they are not as reliable and cannot identify if a person is currently infectious. 

 
How is testing currently conducted in Vanuatu?  
The recommended test to diagnose COVID-19 is a PCR (Polymerase Chain Reaction) molecular test. 
Most molecular tests need to be conducted in a laboratory, using a specimen that is collected using a 
swab from the back of your nose and throat by a trained professional. The swab is then put in a 
container and sent to the laboratory for testing. 
The laboratory then uses a sophisticated machine to looks for the genetic material of the virus. If the 
genetic material is found, the test is considered positive.  
The laboratory at VCH now has access to tests that can be used in machines that are already in 
Vanuatu (called the GeneXpert machine). Testing using the GeneXpert machine takes only a short 
amount of time and these will be conducted at VCH. 
 
Testing in Quarantine  
All people who have recently arrived in Vanuatu and required to complete 14 full days of quarantine 
within a designated facility, and all people in quarantine are required to complete testing on the fifth 
(day 5) and eleventh (day 11) after arrival in Vanuatu. People identified as having travelled from a 
high risk country will also be tested upon arrival (day 0). A trained and qualified medical professional 
will collect the swab.  
Swabs collected from those in quarantine will be pool tested. This means that samples from several 
people will be combined and tested. This is so that fewer testing materials are used by health 
authorities. If any pooled result is positive, each of the samples are then individually tested to 
determine which samples were positive.  
 
Who will be tested for COVID-19 in Vanuatu?  
Global demand for the tests that can be conducted in Vanuatu (that is, using the GeneXpert test 
machine) means that international supplies are limited. Vanuatu has already been allocated a set 
number of tests. In addition, there are challenges with the international supply chain to due restricted 
flights. Therefore, we cannot test everybody and we need to restrict testing to people meeting certain 
criteria. These include:  
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1. Those who meet the case definition 
           This includes people who have clinical symptoms, and travel history or contact with a COVID-

19 case. The majority of people with clinical symptoms and without travel history or contact 
with a COVID-19 case will not be tested. 

2. People who have recently arrived to Vanuatu from another country 
           Testing will be conducted among all people who have recently arrived to Vanuatu (by sea and       

air). Testing will be done for all people who enter Vanuatu regardless of the country COVID-
19 status they came from. People will be tested even if they do not have symptoms. 
 

3. For people exiting Vanuatu  
           Some countries require travelers to provide evidence of a negative COVID-19 test prior to 

entry to their country. Anyone leaving Vanuatu and requires a COVID-19 test, this can be 
organized through Vila Central Hospital. Further information is available on the Ministry of 
Health website: www.covid19.gov.vu  

Testing is only one component of important surveillance activities that will help detect and stop the 
spread of COVID-19 in Vanuatu. Case investigation, contact tracing and syndromic surveillance are all 
important activities in keeping Vanuatu safe. (For more information please see our ‘Surveillance for 
COVID-19 in Vanuatu’ Information Sheet.).  
 
Other rapid tests for COVID-19 
A lot of laboratory test manufacturers have been working to develop other types of COVID-19 tests. 
Some of the tests that have been talked about in the media can be done outside the laboratory (in 
health facilities, for example) or that can be completed very quickly (within the hour, for example). 
Many different types of tests have been developed, including antigen and antibody tests.  
 
Antigen tests look for the presence of COVID-19 antigens. An antigen is a structure within a virus 
that triggers a person’s immune system's response to fight off an infection. The performance of the 
test depends on factors such as time since symptoms began and how the test is processed, and 
studies have found that the tests only detect between 30-80% of people who are truly positive. This 
means that half or more of COVID-19 infected people might be missed by these tests. Based on 
current evidence, the World Health Organization does not recommend using these tests for COVID-19.  
 
Antibody tests look for antibodies that are produced by white blood cells to fight off infection. The 
antibody test cannot tell you if you have the virus, but can only tell you if your immune system has 
been triggered. It can take between days to weeks for antibodies to be able to be detected by a test 
and therefore the test is not good to diagnose COVID-19 infection. It is currently unclear as to 
whether the presence of antibodies can prevent infection from COVID-19 and further research is 
being conducted. Based on this current evidence, the World Health Organization does not recommend 
using these tests for COVID-19.  
 
In line with recommendations from the World Health Organization, the Vanuatu Ministry of Health 
will not support using rapid point-of-care antigen or antibody tests to diagnose COVID-19 
in Vanuatu. Only validated tests will be used. The VCH laboratory and partners, including the 
World Health Organisation, will continue to evaluate new tests developed globally. 
 
References: 

• https://www.who.int/news-room/commentaries/detail/advice-on-the-use-of-point-of-care-
immunodiagnostic-tests-for-covid-19  


