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The Austrian National Public Health Institute in brief

• Founded by national law in 2006

− Service Centre for Research, Planning, Health Promotion, Quality, Economics and Evaluations in 

the Health Sector

− Some mandated tasks (e.g., Poison Information Centre, Stemcell transplantation, Health Work 

Force Registry, Medical Devices Registry) – but no explicit surveillance or epidemiology tasks 

• Owned by the Federal State of Austria, represented by MoH

• Three business units

Austrian National Institute for Health Services Research (ÖBIG), established in 1973 to 

plan, regulate and reform the Austrian Health Care System

Austrian Health Promotion Fund (FGÖ), established in 1992 with the task to encourage 

health promotion and prevention in Austria

Austrian National Institute for Quality in Health Care (BIQG), established in 2007, 

responsible for developing, implementing and evaluating a nationwide quality system on 

behalf of the federal government
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Containment 1.0

Starting point:

Exponential increase in Sars Cov 2 cases in early March ‘20

Containment 1.0 objectives:

• Stopping the rate of increase and reducing the number of 

cases

• Maintaining the functioning of the health system

Measures in containment 1.0:

• Closing the borders - disrupting travel

• March 15, 2020 - total lockdown of social and economic 

life

• Development and expansion of the Covid-19 capacities in 

the healthcare sector

• Federally coordinated procurement of protective devices

• “At any cost"3
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What we did not foresee…. (at least partially)

Immediate overdrive mode in media

Expert emerging like mushrooms in a rainy 

forest

People are not able anymore to objectively 

deal with a communicable disease

WHO had a slow start 

Faster than anticipated global spread 

Poor information on actual disease severity



What we did not foresee…

FEAR – FEAR – FEAR 

→ People and society accepted 

fairly draconian restrictions



Corona myths – It is not a long way from absurd 

to agressive



Containment 2.0

Starting point:

• Control of the chain of infection and low number of cases (summer 2020)

Containment 2.0 objectives:

• Opening of social life according to risk management considerations

• Gradual restoration of economic life

• Protection of the elderly population and risk groups → subscription of vaccines-to-be

• Restoration of standard care in the healthcare system and ensuring COVID-related 

capacities.

• Rapid action in the event of an outbreak

• Societal and personal rules
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Containment 3.0, 4.0, 5.0 → Summary

• Phases of the pandemic in Austria

Everything is over after two months

Once we have a vaccine everything will be better

Well, vaccination is not that easy-going

Source: https://www.thelancet.com/article/S0140-6736(20)32318-7/fulltext

https://www.thelancet.com/article/S0140-6736(20)32318-7/fulltext


Containment 3.0, 4.0, 5.0 → Summary

• Phases of the pandemic in Austria

Everything is over after two months

Once we have a vaccine everything will be better

Well, vaccination is not that easy-going

Its getting more and more complex

Source: https://www.krone.at/2320031

https://www.krone.at/2320031


Containment 3.0, 4.0, 5.0 → Summary

• Phases of the Pandemic

„In zwei Monaten ist alles vorbei“

„Nach der Impfung ist alles vorbei“

„Das mit dem Impfen wird nicht so einfach“

„Es wird noch schwieriger“

„The global challenge:
eradication Vs. immune escape“

Source: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/991343/Variants_of_Concern_VOC_Technical_Briefing_14.pdf



SARS-CoV-2 hit Austria – our role changed

• Set up of crisis response teams in the Ministry of Health, at GÖG and at the 

Austrian Agency for Health and Food Safety (AGES) and “Staatliches Krisen- und 

Katastrophenschutzmanagement” (SKKM) on Central Government Level 

(coordinated by the Ministry of the Interior).

• 10-12 GÖG employees were seconded to the MoH to staff the crisis response team 

there as ministerial persons partly had to carry on with their regular tasks as well, 

• Establishment of a functional mailbox corona@goeg.at that worked as the „point 

of communication“ 

• Establishment of a Task Force with experts from different departments of GÖG 

with various skills and expertise

• Tasks reaching from evidence generation and modelling, to analysis of capacities 

used to input to “FAQs” on website and communication support 

• Executive Director became part of official Ministerial Advisory Board (now GECKO)
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Evidence Provision in a

standardised format

• First „formal“ question reached 

GÖG on 6 March 2020 related 

to identification of infection and 

testing

• Standardised format – 1st page 

with Q&A short summarising 

answer, accompanied by 

evidence identified 

• Rapid Assessments

• Sample: Self-sewed masks 
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Hot topics – Face-masks

In the beginning → how to distribute

Source:  https://kurier.at/chronik/oesterreich/coronavirus-flieger-mit-masken-und-schutzanzuegen-in-wien-schwechat-gelandet/400790417

https://kurier.at/chronik/oesterreich/coronavirus-flieger-mit-masken-und-schutzanzuegen-in-wien-schwechat-gelandet/400790417


Infectious control and 

measures taken must 

be evidence based

• Screenshot from GÖG fact 

sheet: Use of beds in 

intensive care and normal 

wards in Austria in the 

course of the pandemic

• Corona Dashboard developed 

by AGES and MoH for disease 

control

• Enhanced cooperation with

public bodies and academia
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Modelling and Forecasting

E.g., analysing the state of play leading to the „Easter Lockdown“ 2021



Secondary use of Data - COVID-19 data platform

» Help national and international research community 
to improve evidence for and increase understanding of SARS-CoV-2/ COVID-19

» Academic and scientific institutions can be given permission to use the following 
data sets:

» data from the Austrian epidemiological reporting system;

» anonymized diagnosis and treatment data of patients with principal or secondary COVID-
19 diagnosis, including anonymized intensive care documentation data (again restricted to 
patients with principal or secondary diagnosis COVID-19).

» Vaccination status

» Sequencing data

» For data protection reasons, data can only be made available to research facilities 
after accreditation by the advisory board

» GÖG responsible for the operational implementation of the data platform and acts 
as the administrative office

» Link collection to publicly available COVID-19 data in Austria: 
https://datenplattform-covid.goeg.at/Daten_Aut

https://datenplattform-covid.goeg.at/Daten_Aut


Further Jobs since March 2020

• Cooperation on international level

− Weekly compilation of international evidence based on information sent 

by Austrian Embassies, desk-top research and cooperation with 

international partners 

− PHIRI (www.phiri.eu) activities, incl. organising bi-weekly exchange 

meetings between in average 25 countries, ECDC, JRC, SANTE

• Replying to >700 questions of crisis response team, reaching from 

usefulness of intake of Vitamine D to potential Long-Covid treatment 

pathways, mostly with very short time frames

• Relevant papers on social aspects of the disease and mental health 

• Covering 79 media requests only in Q4/2021

• And of course, organising Corona Commission and Corona “Ampel”.

17

http://www.phiri.eu/


My personal learning: Public Health is always Politics

• Measures and decisions taken during pandemic have affected 

societies and lives of citizens in very profound ways

• During a crisis colliding interests and evidence are quite common

• It is naïve to expect that all decisions can be based on hard evidence 

or science (but still one has to try)

• Good governance is key

• Centrally governed health systems have advantages in times of crisis 

→ quicker decision pathways, data can be linked more easily

• Solidarity of a society is one of the highest public health goods and 

must be maintained.
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Thanks for staying awake!
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