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The Lazio miracle: How Rome got it right on
vaccinations
Italian region copied successful schemes in the UK, US and Israel.
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ROME — Romans like to complain that their city is chaotic and neglected by politicians,

with corruption and bureaucratic hurdles leaving it on the verge of collapse.

But the vaccination rollout, run by the regional government of Lazio rather than Rome's

City Hall, has been the exception to the rule. It's been so successful and popular that the

media have dubbed it “the Lazio miracle.”

However, it's not without controversy, with the region's ruling Democrats accused of

bombarding vaccination centers — and their captive audience of people waiting in line —

with campaign speeches ahead of regional elections later in the year.

Lazio has consistently been a frontrunner in the highly competitive Italian vaccination race.

While vaccine progress is measured in a multitude of ways, the region has administered

more jabs than any other region, bar Lombardy, and covered a higher proportion of its

population. Some 98 percent of over-80s in Lazio have had the first dose and 70 percent

have had both jabs, compared with 80 percent and 50 percent nationally. It also received a

higher rating than any other region for vaccination management, when residents of each

region were polled.

The results have been dramatic, with the incidence of new cases among 80 to 84 year-olds

falling by 40 percent between February 7 and April 9, and a 35 percent drop among over-

85s. The region will start booking appointments for people in their 50s from next week.

The speedy rollout has not gone unnoticed, with thousands of people reportedly moving

their o�cial residence to Lazio to get the vaccine faster.
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In other areas, things haven't gone so well. Devolved health care has left Italy with a

patchwork of systems of varying competence. When it comes to the vaccine rollout,

normally highly functional regions such as Tuscany and Lombardy initially made mistakes.

In Lombardy, the booking system went into meltdown, elderly people weren’t called to their

appointments or were asked to travel more than 100 kilometers for their vaccination.

Other regions, including Campania, ignored government guidelines to o�er jabs to the

oldest first and allowed professional groups such as lawyers and prosecutors to jump the

queue. This meant that the Pfizer and Moderna doses, which arrived first, were quickly used

up, leaving regions with just AstraZeneca doses, which initially were not recommended for

older patients, many of whom had to be turned away.

“Lazio has become the example to follow,” said Alessio d’Amato, regional councillor for

health, and the man credited with Lazio’s success.

His method was simple — borrow logistical ideas from the three countries where the

vaccine rollout has been most successful: Israel, the U.K. and the U.S.

"From January we had meetings with the Israeli Maccabi Task Force, one of the main anti-

COVID crisis units, to see how they organized themselves. This was essential," he said.

Israel increased productivity and e�ciency through the creation of mass vaccination hubs,

each working with only one kind of vaccine, to save time and prevent errors, D’Amato said.

Waste is eliminated through what the Italians call "the substitutes' bench" method, whereby

patients due to get their vaccine in the next few days are called in early in case there are any

spare doses. Any leftovers are given to special teams that go to people's homes.

Lazio's network of hubs includes Termini train station and Fiumicino airport, where

vaccinations take place until midnight and 7,000 people can get a jab in a single day.
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From the U.S., Lazio borrowed the idea of drive-though vaccine hubs, building Italy's first

such facility at a shopping mall outside Rome. "We modeled it on a center in Denver," said

D'Amato.

The idea of getting pharmacists involved in giving jabs was imported from the U.K.

Some 1,000 pharmacies have now signed up, increasing capacity by 600,000 a month,

contributing to the current average of 30,000 a day, which D'Amato says can easily be

doubled. "We have geared up the machinery," he said, "but we need clarity on the supply and

we need the doses."

Technologically, Lazio is ahead too. It was the first region in Italy to launch an app for

booking and is ahead of the EU by launching a vaccine passport. The downloadable vaccine

certificate, in English and verifiable via the app, has already been downloaded by half a

million people while the EU's green pass won’t be ready until the second half of May at the

earliest. 

In the future, Lazio could even benefit from a homegrown supply of vaccines. A facility in

the region has already signed a contract to produce Russia's Sputnik V vaccine, which has

yet to be approved by the European Medicines Agency, and Rome's Spallanzani infectious

diseases center is experimenting with the use of Sputnik as a second dose.

While rival regions, such as Campania, which completed its vaccination of over-80 year-

olds on Thursday, have recently improved their performance, Lazio’s success has, inevitably,

been politicized.

The regional government, run by the leftist Democrats, has not been shy about claiming

success. With local elections for control of big cities including Rome in September or
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October, they hope to translate vaccines into votes and have spied an opportunity to make

their pitch to the captive audiences at vaccine centers.

Senior Democrat and national Culture Minister Dario Franceschini opened a vaccine hub at

Rome's historic film studios, Cinecitta, on Tuesday with an arguably superfluous

accompanying photography exhibition.

Regional president Nicola Zingaretti, who used to be the Democrats' national leader, hailed

the hub launch on Twitter, saying Cinecitta is "a place known to the whole world. The great

vaccine hubs are places of hope where together we take back the future."

Zingaretti is under pressure to run for mayor of Rome in the fall's elections and would likely

have a good chance of winning. A recent survey for Winpoll found he was the most trusted

politician for 44 percent of Romans.

But Zingaretti has so far declined to throw his hat into the ring, making it more likely that

Rome will fall into the hands of the right-wing alliance of parties, which has yet to announce

a candidate. Zingaretti "knows that Rome is a graveyard for political careers and is content

with his Lazio empire," said Pierluigi Testa of the Trinita di Monti, a Rome-based think

tank.

The likely candidate for the Democrats in Zingaretti's absence, former Economy Minister

Roberto Gualtieri, can try and bask in the reflected glory of the vaccine campaign. But much

depends on the party’s ability to link the success with vaccines to a candidate other than

Zingaretti, said Testa.

Lazio's healthcare system is not universally popular — or functional. In the past decade it

has been ravaged by cuts, resulting in closed hospitals and bed shortages. But despite having
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more relaxed restrictions than elsewhere, it has come through the pandemic better than

most of Italy.

That's down to its warm climate, low levels of industry and greater numbers of people who

can work from home, said Testa. With an ine�cient public transport system, fewer people

commute compared with the likes of Milan, so they were not packed together on trains and

buses every morning.

"Ironically, the ine�ciencies of Rome impeded the spread of the virus," said Testa.
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