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3.   COVID-19 Public Health Responses 

 

3.1 Introduction: Northern Europe and the Arrival of SARS-CoV-2  

The 9 countries/regions involved in this project have experienced very different outcomes 

due to the pandemic to date. Although this is the third potentially lethal coronavirus 

discovered since the turn of century, this is the first pandemic to reach the shores of Europe. 

 

Accordingly, there was no tried and tested approach, although observation of countries more 

familiar with previous pandemics (SARS-CoV-1 and MERS) such as South Korea and Taiwan 

provided evidence of the benefits of a robust “Trace, Test and Treat” response. This section 

outlines how NPA regions applied -or did not apply- these elements in their response, in 

addition to border controls and other travel restrictions. 

 

 

3.2 National Responses 

Table 6 outlines common measures and rules that countries have advised, and sometimes 

mandated, citizens abide by over the past 10 months. 

The measures are far-reaching and unprecedented, with severe curtailment of educational 

and recreational activities, in addition to restrictions on movement. These measures are 

supported in all regions by public health guidelines on hand hygiene, physical distancing and 

reducing social contacts.  
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Mask wearing is also now recommended to reduce viral transmission, which would not 

previously have been commonplace in the Western world. Some countries instituted this 

measure earlier than others, and some have been less energetic in their messaging around 

mask-wearing than others, presumably because empirical evidence was somewhat lacking 

early in the pandemic. Despite this, having applied the “precautionary principle” many regions 

did adopt mask wearing early and saw the benefits in the first wave of the pandemic in 2020. 

It is well recognised that COVID-19 is an economic as well as a healthcare crisis, and many 

countries have recognised economic support for people being mandated to stay at home as 

a vital part of the governmental response.  

Citizens of Finland, Norway, the Faroes and Iceland were rewarded for their country’s control 

of the virus by having restrictions reduced in the 2nd quarter of 2020, and although some 

measures still remain in place, education provision and freedom of movement remain largely 

unhindered at the present time in these countries.  Other countries, including Sweden, 

Northern Ireland, Ireland and Scotland, saw measures like school closures and freedom of 

movement restrictions relaxed during the summer 2020, only to tighten again in Autumn-

Winter 2020 when virus activity increased rapidly.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Smaller countries, like the Faroe Islands and Iceland, have employed a more agile response, 

with measures being initiated and paused on a rolling basis as dictated by case counts of the 

virus. Just one country, Finland, has implemented a nightly curfew, although in practice it 

seems to simply translate into earlier closing times for businesses, which has been seen in 

many other countries at various times over the past 12 months.   

 

Table 1- National Responses during the COVID-19 pandemic 



3.3 Travel Restrictions 

To prevent the spread of SARS-CoV-2, one of the primary strategies is to reduce the 

movement of humans (or animal hosts as seen in Denmark27). To date restricting human 

movement has involved reducing international and domestic travel. Airlines and airports have 

been significantly affected by reduced international travel, while hospitality, recreation, 

dining, leisure, social activity and sports facilities and events have all suffered greatly 

domestically.  

Efforts to limit the importation of new cases of SARS-CoV-2 has recently been given renewed 

focus given the emergence of newer and more infectious strains of SARS-CoV-210-11. If travel 

continues freely from areas which have experienced widespread transmission (and 

consequently, natural mutation) of the virus, variants will continue to emerge. This is 

concerning as new mutations could potentially affect disease severity and render national 

responses and vaccines less effective.  

Table 2- Travel Restrictions by Country 

 

 



The enforcement of quarantine guidelines varies from country to country. While Norway 

facilitates people to quarantine in a “suitable place of residence”, they also have designated 

quarantine hotels, where people must pay to stay in for 10 days if they arrive from a “red 

area”. However, those arriving from “yellow areas” are exempt from quarantine. Similarly, in 

Scotland, travellers arriving from certain “red-list” countries must secure a place in a 

quarantine hotel. Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland have not yet implemented 

mandatory hotel quarantine, although the Republic plans to do this in March 202128. 

Mandatory quarantine for all arriving travellers it is not without precedent internationally 

(e.g., South Korea29, Australia30 and New Zealand31).  

An additional measure here to strengthen systems and reduce importation is the use of 

specific testing protocols for those entering countries and crossing borders. Regions such as 

the Faroes and Iceland that introduced mandatory testing (normally on arrival and day 5 after 

arrival) for travellers early in the pandemic have significantly reduced the impact of COVID-

19 importation. In Iceland, quarantine is mandatory until the second test negative result is 

received.  
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