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Dear Editor

During the COVID-19 pandemic, multiple theories were proposed

based on the observation that countries with an ongoing national

Bacillus Calmette-Guérin (BCG) immunization programme had

lower SARS-CoV-2 case rates and COVID-19 mortality than coun-

tries that had stopped BCG vaccine administration. There was,

however, no evidence supporting or disputing this theory1,2.

Owing to the uncertainty on the role of BCG vaccine on the out-

comes of patients with perioperative SARS-CoV-2 infection, this

international study aimed to determine whether previous BCG

vaccination was associated with reduced postoperative pulmo-

nary complications (PPC) and 30-day mortality in patients under-

going surgery who developed SARS-CoV-2 infection.

This COVIDSurg study3–5 was an international prospective co-

hort study that included patients who had surgery between 1

February and 31 July 2020 and were diagnosed with SARS-CoV-2

within 7days before or 30days after surgery. The primary out-

come was the rate of 30-day PPC and the secondary outcome was

30-day postoperative mortality rate. These were compared in

patients with and without BCG vaccination. A logistic regression

model was used to find the odds of association. The full method-

ology is available in the Appendix S2.

This study included 2391 patients from 428 hospitals across 64

countries from February 2020 to July 2020. Overall, 1165 (48.9 per

cent) patients were male and 524 (21.9 per cent) were aged

70 years or older (Table S1). The BCG vaccine had been adminis-

tered to 1649 (69.0 per cent) patients, of whom 1518 (63.5 per

cent) had received it at least 15 years before surgery. Patients who

had received a BCG vaccination were younger than patients who

had not been vaccinated (70 years of age or older: 16 versus 35 per

cent (P< 0.001)), had lower ASA (grades III–V: 30 versus 51 per

cent (P< 0.001)), and were more likely to have surgery for benign

conditions (71 versus 60 per cent; P< 0.001). There were no signifi-

cant differences in the rates of emergency surgery, major surgery,

or timing of SARS-CoV-2 infection between the groups. Of the

2391 patients, 759 (31.7 per cent) developed PPC. The 30-day mor-

tality was 11.1 per cent (n¼ 265). Although rates of PPC were sig-

nificantly lower in patients who had previously been vaccinated

against BCG than those who did not (29 versus 38 per cent;

P< 0.001) (Table 1), this did not persist on adjusted analysis (odds

ratio (OR) 0.98, 95 per cent c.i. 0.79–1.22; P¼ 0.3) (Table 1). There

were no significant differences in 30-day mortality rates in previ-

ously BCG-vaccinated patients versus unvaccinated patients (10

versus 13 per cent; P¼ 0.062), which remained on adjusted analy-

sis (OR 1.25, 95 per cent c.i. 0.92–1.69; P¼ 0.156) (Table 1). Full

models are presented in Tables S2 and S3.

Stratified analysis performed by timing of vaccination demon-

strated that patients who were vaccinated 15 years previously or

longer were less likely than patients vaccinated less than 15 years

Table 1 Impact of BCG vaccination on postoperative pulmonary complications and 30-day mortality in patients with SARS-CoV-2
infection undergoing surgery

No. of patients (%) Unadjusted OR (95% c.i.) P Adjusted OR (95% c.i.) P

Pulmonary complications
No BCG 278 (37.5) REF REF
BCG 481 (29.2) 0.69 (0.57–0.83) 0.001 0.98 (0.79–1.22) 0.878

30-day mortality
No BCG 96 (12.9) REF REF
BCG 169 (10.2) 0.77 (0.59–1.01) 0.053 1.25 (0.92–1.69) 0.156

OR, odds ratio; BCG, Bacillus Calmette-Guérin; REF, referent.
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ago to be ASA grades III–V (30 versus 41 per cent; P¼ 0.033) and

were more likely to have surgery for benign disease (72 versus 57

per cent; P< 0.001) (Table S4). There were no significant differen-

ces in rates of postoperative pulmonary complications (29 versus

34 per cent; P¼ 0.208) or 30-day mortality (10 versus 14 per cent;

P¼ 0.221), on adjusted analysis (Tables S5 and S6).

There were important limitations to the present study. There

was a broad inclusion of patients from low-, middle-, and high-

income countries with varying pre- and postoperative procedures

and availability of resources such as a well-equipped ICU for the

management of the patient. Mortality and morbidity could have

been greatly impacted by this difference. Some countries had a

much higher prevalence and severity of disease, which could

have also influenced outcomes.

According to these findings, prior BCG vaccination does not

appear to protect SARS-CoV-2-infected patients against PPCs and

30-day mortality.
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Langlais T (Hôpital Trousseau - Aphp, France); Passot G,Glehen

O, Cotte E, Lifante JC (Hopital Lyon Sud, Pierre Bénite, France); De

Simone B, Chouillard E (Centre Hospitalier Intercommunal Poissy

Saint Germain En Laye, France); Arnaud AP, Violas P (CHU
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Lecumberri D (Hospital Urduliz, Spain); Acosta Mérida MA, Yepes

Cano AF (Hospital Universitario De Gran Canaria Doctor Negrı́n,
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De Salamanca, Spain); Pérez-Sánchez LE, Concepción Martı́n V,

Dı́az Garcı́a A, Vallve-Bernal M (Hospital Universitario Nuestra

Se~nora De Candelaria, Spain); Calvo Rey A, Prada hervella GM,

Dos Santos Carregal L, Rodriguez Fernandez MI, Freijeiro M, El

Drubi Vega S (Hospital Clinico Universitario De Santiago De

Compostela (Chus), Spain); Picardo AL, Cuadrado-Garcia A,

Serralta de Colsa D, Rojo Lopez JA, Sanchez Cabezudo Noguera F,

Ortega Vazquez I, Garcia-Sancho Tellez L, Mato P, Heras Aznar J

(Infanta Sofia University Hospital, Spain); Jimeno Fraile J,

Morales-Garcia D, Carrillo-Rivas M, Toledo Martı́nez E, Pascual À
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