Page | 21

https://doi.org/10.59298/ROJESR/2026/5.12128

RTS, S/AS01 Malaria Vaccine Implementation in High-
Transmission Sub-Saharan African Pediatric Populations:
Efficacy and Challenges

Kato Jumba K.

Faculty of Science and Technology Kampala International University Uganda

ABSTRACT

Malaria remains a leading cause of pediatric morbidity and mortality in sub-Saharan Africa, with Plasmodium
falciparum accounting for over 90% of cases in high-transmission regions. The RTS, S/AS01 vaccine represents the
first licensed malaria vaccine, targeting the circumsporozoite protein to prevent sporozoite invasion of hepatocytes.
This review critically synthesizes evidence on RTS, S/AS01 implementation in high-transmission sub-Saharan
African pediatric populations, focusing on molecular mechanisms, clinical efficacy, and programmatic challenges. A
systematic literature search was conducted in PubMed, Embase, and Web of Science databases (2015-2024),
selecting randomized controlled trials, implementation studies, immunological analyses, and systematic reviews.
Phase III clinical trials demonstrated modest efficacy of 36% against clinical malaria and 32% against severe malaria
in children aged 5—17 months following a four-dose regimen, with waning immunity requiring booster doses.
Immunological studies reveal that RTS, S/AS01 induces anti-circumsporozoite antibodies and CD4+ T-cell
responses, though protection is incomplete and variant-dependent. Pilot implementation programs in Ghana, Kenya,
and Malawi have vaccinated over 2 million children, confirming feasibility and acceptable safety profiles, yet
coverage gaps, logistical barriers, and interaction with seasonal malaria chemoprevention persist. Cost-effectiveness
analyses support integration into existing vaccination schedules in high-burden settings, though long-term
population-level impact requires ongoing surveillance. RT'S, S/AS01 represents a significant advance in malaria
control but requires complementary interventions and next-generation vaccine development to achieve elimination
targets in endemic regions.
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INTRODUCTION

Malaria remains one of the most devastating infectious diseases globally, with an estimated 241 million cases and
627,000 deaths reported in 2020, predominantly among children under five years of age in sub-Saharan Africa [1,
27. The burden is particularly severe in high-transmission regions where Plasmodium falciparum accounts for more
than 95% of infections, contributing to substantial pediatric mortality, neurodevelopmental impairment, and
economic losses [87]. Despite significant progress through insecticide-treated bed nets, indoor residual spraying,
and artemisinin-based combination therapies, transmission remains stubbornly persistent in endemic areas, and
emerging drug and insecticide resistance threatens existing control measures. The development of an effective
malaria vaccine has been a global health priority for decades, yet the complex lifecycle of Plasmodium parasites,
antigenic variability, and incomplete understanding of protective immunity have hindered vaccine development.

The RTS, S/AS01 vaccine (Mosquirix™), developed by GlaxoSmithKline in partnership with PATH Malaria
Vaccine Initiative, represents a landmark achievement as the first malaria vaccine to receive regulatory approval and
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WHO recommendation for widespread use in children living in moderate-to-high transmission settings [4-].
Following extensive Phase III trials and pilot implementation programs in Ghana, Kenya, and Malawi initiated in
2019, RTS, S/AS01 has been deployed to over 30 million children, generating critical real-world evidence on safety,
effectiveness, and programmatic feasibility [57. The objective of this review is to critically synthesize current
evidence on the molecular mechanisms, clinical efficacy, immunological responses, implementation challenges, and
tuture directions of RTS, S/AS01 vaccination in high-transmission sub-Saharan African pediatric populations.
METHODOLOGY
A comprehensive literature search was conducted in PubMed/Medline, Embase, and Web of Science databases
covering January 2015 to September 2024. Search terms included "RTS, S, "AS01," "malaria vaccine,"
"circumsporozoite  protein,” "Plasmodium falciparum," "pediatric," "sub-Saharan Africa," "efficacy,"
"immunogenicity,"” "implementation," and "cost-effectiveness," combined using Boolean operators. Inclusion criteria
encompassed randomized controlled trials, observational studies, systematic reviews, meta-analyses, immunological
analyses, and implementation reports focused on RTS, S/AS01 in pediatric populations. Exclusion criteria included
non-English publications, case reports, editorials without primary data, and studies exclusively in adult populations
or non-African settings. Additional sources included WHO technical reports, Gavi policy briefs, and regulatory
documents. Evidence synthesis prioritized high-quality studies, with critical appraisal of methodology, sample size,
and potential bias. Where quantitative data permitted, effect sizes, confidence intervals, and heterogeneity across
studies were summarized. This narrative review synthesizes mechanistic, clinical, and programmatic evidence to
provide a comprehensive assessment of RTS, S/AS01 in high-transmission African pediatric populations.
MOLECULAR AND BIOCHEMICAL BASIS OF RTS, S/ASo1 VACCINE
Circumsporozoite Protein Structure and Function
The RTS, S/AS01 vaccine targets the circumsporozoite protein (CSP), the most abundant surface antigen expressed
on Plasmodium falciparum sporozoites [6]. CSP is a 412-amino acid glycoprotein consisting of an N-terminal domain,
a central repeat region containing multiple NANP (asparagine-alanine-asparagine-proline) tetrapeptide repeats, and
a C-terminal domain harboring the thrombospondin repeat (TSR) domain [77]. The central NANP repeats, typically
37—44 copies in P. falciparum, serve as the primary immunogenic target and mediate initial hepatocyte recognition
through heparan sulfate proteoglycan binding. The TSR domain facilitates high-affinity binding to CD81 receptors
on hepatocytes, enabling sporozoite invasion and establishment of pre-erythrocytic infection. CSP also possesses
immune evasion properties, including suppression of interleukin-12 production and dendritic cell maturation,
contributing to the parasite's ability to evade innate immune responses during the liver stage.

Vaccine Composition and Adjuvant System
RTS, S consists of a recombinant fusion protein comprising the central NANP repeat region and the C-terminal
domain of CSP fused to the hepatitis B surface antigen (HBsAg) [87]. The construct forms virus-like particles
presenting approximately 200 copies of the hybrid protein alongside unfused HBsAg in a 1:4 molar ratio, generating
highly immunogenic particulate structures that enhance antigen presentation. The vaccine is formulated with AS01,
a liposome-based adjuvant system containing two immunostimulants: 3-O-desacyl-4'-monophosphoryl lipid A
(MPL), a Toll-like receptor 4 agonist, and QS-21, a saponin fraction from Quillaja saponaria that enhances both
humoral and cellular immunity. ASO1 induces rapid innate immune activation, characterized by local cytokine
production (interferon-gamma, interleukin-2), dendritic cell activation, and trafficking to draining lymph nodes,
thereby promoting robust CD4+ T-cell responses and high-titer antibody production [97. The liposomal
formulation enhances antigen uptake by antigen-presenting cells and provides depot effects, sustaining immune
stimulation.
Mechanisms of Protective Immunity
RTS, S/ASo1-induced protection operates through multiple immunological mechanisms. High-titer anti-CSP
antibodies, particularly those targeting the NANP repeat region, neutralize sporozoites in the skin and circulation,
preventing hepatocyte invasion [10, 117]. Antibody-mediated opsonization facilitates sporozoite clearance by
phagocytic cells, while antibody-dependent cellular cytotoxicity may eliminate infected hepatocytes during early
liver-stage development. CD4+ T-helper responses, predominantly Thil-polarized, provide critical support for
antibody class switching and generation of long-lived plasma cells. However, cytotoxic CD8+ T-cell responses,
which are crucial for eliminating intrahepatic parasites in experimental models, are poorly induced by RTS, S/ASo1,
representing a major immunological limitation. The incomplete protection observed in clinical trials likely reflects
this narrow immune focus on antibody-mediated sporozoite neutralization without robust cellular immunity against
liver-stage parasites.

CLINICAL EFFICACY AND IMMUNOLOGICAL RESPONSES IN PEDIATRIC POPULATIONS
Phase III Trial Outcomes in High-Transmission Settings
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The pivotal Phase III trial, conducted across 11 sites in seven sub-Saharan African countries (2009-2014), enrolled
15,459 children in two age cohorts: 6—12 weeks and 5—17 months [127]. In the older cohort (5—17 months), receiving
four doses (0, 1, 2, and 20 months), vaccine efficacy against clinical malaria over 48 months was 36.3% (95% CI:
31.8—40.5%), while efficacy against severe malaria was 382.2% (95% CI: 18.7-46.9%). In the younger cohort (6-12
weeks), co-administered with routine Expanded Programme on Immunization vaccines, efficacy was substantially
lower: 25.9% (95% CI: 19.9-81.5%) against clinical malaria and 26.0% (95% CI: —7.4 to 48.6%) against severe
malaria. Notably, vaccine efficacy waned significantly over time, declining from approximately 50% in the first year
to below 20% by year four, underscoring the importance of the fourth booster dose at 20 months. Among children
receiving only three doses without the booster, efficacy against clinical malaria fell to 28.3%, compared to 36.3%
with the full four-dose regimen. Geographic heterogeneity in efficacy was evident, with lower protection observed
in areas of highest transmission intensity, likely reflecting overwhelming parasite exposure and rapid immune decay.
Immunogenicity and Correlates of Protection

Anti-CSP antibody titers peak one month after the third dose, reaching geometric mean concentrations of 116.9 to
225.3EU/mL in the 5—17 month cohort, compared to baseline values near the limit of detection [137. However,
titers decline exponentially, with half-lives of approximately 1-2 years, necessitating booster immunization. Higher
anti-CSP antibody levels correlate moderately with reduced infection risk (hazard ratio 0.89 per log10 increase in
titer), though this relationship is imperfect, indicating that antibody quantity alone does not fully predict protection.
Antibody avidity, subclass distribution (IgG1 and IgG3 dominance), and functional activity in sporozoite invasion
inhibition assays provide additional correlates. CD4+ T-cell responses, measured by interferon-gamma production
following in wvitro stimulation with CSP peptides, are detectable in high quantities in vaccinees but show limited
correlation with clinical protection [147. Intriguingly, children with pre-existing malaria exposure exhibit more
rapid antibody waning, potentially due to antigen-driven immune dysregulation or antibody consumption,
complicating the interpretation of vaccine performance in endemic populations.

Safety Profile and Adverse Events

RTS, S/AS01 demonstrates an acceptable safety profile comparable to other pediatric vaccines [157. Common local
reactions include injection-site pain (40-50%), swelling (20—30%), and erythema, while systemic reactions such as
fever (80—40%) and irritability are transient and resolve within 48 hours. Serious adverse events occur at rates

similar to control groups, with no evidence of vaccine-associated increased mortality. However, post-hoc analysis of

Phase III data revealed a small but statistically significant increase in meningitis cases (22 in the RTS, S group
versus 11 in controls; incidence rate ratio 1.89, 95% CI: 0.67—2.91), though subsequent investigation found no
biological plausibility or causal mechanism [167]. Female children receiving four doses showed a non-significant
trend toward increased all-cause mortality (hazard ratio 1.24, 95% CI: 0.92—1.67), prompting intensive scrutiny but
ultimately attributed to chance given multiple comparisons. The AS01 adjuvant has been associated with enhanced
reactogenicity compared to aluminum-based adjuvants, though benefits in immunogenicity outweigh these concerns.
Long-term safety surveillance in pilot implementation programs has confirmed these findings, with no new safety
signals emerging among over 2 million vaccinated children.

IMPLEMENTATION EXPERIENCE IN PILOT PROGRAMS
Programmatic Design and Delivery Platforms
Following the WHO recommendation in 2021, three countries, Ghana, Kenya, and Malawi, launched coordinated
pilot implementation programs to evaluate RTS, S/AS01 feasibility, coverage, and impact under real-world
conditions [127. The vaccine is delivered through routine Expanded Programme on Immunization platforms, with
doses administered at approximately 6, 7, 9, and 24 months of age, aligned with existing childhood vaccination
schedules. This integration strategy leverages established cold-chain infrastructure, health worker training systems,
and community outreach mechanisms, minimizing incremental programmatic costs. Coverage targets of >80% for
the first dose and >60% for the fourth dose were established, though actual coverage varies substantially by region,
ranging from 60% to 95% for dose one and 45% to 75% for dose four, reflecting disparities in health system access,
vaccine hesitancy, and geographic barriers.
Real-World Effectiveness and Impact
Preliminary impact data from pilot programs demonstrate significant reductions in malaria-related hospitalizations
and mortality. In Ghana, regions with high vaccine coverage experienced a 30% reduction in severe malaria
admissions among age-eligible children compared to pre-implementation periods [17]. Kenyan data reveal similar
trends, with adjusted vaccine eftectiveness of 38% (95% CI: 28—47%) against hospitalized malaria, consistent with
Phase III efficacy estimates [187]. Critically, no evidence of mortality displacement to unvaccinated age groups or
increased severe disease in vaccinated children who experience breakthrough infections has been observed,
addressing theoretical concerns about immune interference. However, effectiveness appears lower in areas practicing
seasonal malaria chemoprevention (SMC) with sulfadoxine-pyrimethamine plus amodiaquine, likely due to
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overlapping protection and difficulty isolating vaccine-specific effects. Ongoing pharmacovigilance has confirmed
the Phase III safety profile, with adverse event rates within expected ranges.
Operational Challenges and Barriers to Coverage
Implementation experience has illuminated multiple operational challenges. Cold-chain capacity constraints limit
vaccine storage and distribution in remote areas, requiring targeted infrastructure investments. Health worker
training and supervision demands are substantial, particularly for accurate dose timing and adverse event
recognition [197. Vaccine hesitancy, fueled by misinformation regarding the modest efficacy (perceived as "too low"
by some communities) and unfamiliarity with malaria vaccines, necessitates intensive community engagement and
education campaigns. Four-dose schedule completion remains problematic, with drop-out rates between doses three
and four averaging 20-30%, driven by missed opportunities, population mobility, and competing priorities.
Integration with SMC, which targets children 3—59 months during high-transmission seasons, creates scheduling
conflicts and operational complexity, requiring coordinated planning between vertical programs. Supply chain
management, including timely procurement and forecasting, has encountered delays, highlighting the need for
strengthened logistics systems.

COST-EFFECTIVENESS AND POLICY CONSIDERATIONS
Economic Evaluations and Resource Allocation
Multiple cost-effectiveness analyses support the RTS, S/AS01 introduction in high-transmission settings. Using
disability-adjusted life years (DALY's) as the outcome metric, studies estimate incremental cost-effectiveness ratios
of $30-$150 per DALY averted when the vaccine is added to existing malaria control interventions, well below the
WHO cost-effectiveness threshold (GDP per capita) for most sub-Saharan African countries [207]. At an anticipated
supply price of $5—$9 per dose, total programmatic costs (including delivery, cold chain, and training) approximate
$20-$40 per fully vaccinated child. Budget impact analyses suggest that integrating RTS, S/AS01 into national
immunization programs requires annual investments of $15—$50 million per country, depending on birth cohort size
and coverage targets, representing 2—5% increases in existing immunization budgets. Favorable cost-effectiveness
is contingent on sustained efficacy, high coverage (=70% for four doses), and relatively stable malaria transmission;
in very-low-transmission or epidemic-prone settings, cost-effectiveness diminishes substantially.
Interaction with Existing Malaria Control Tools
RTS,S/AS01 is designed as a complementary intervention, not a replacement for proven strategies such as
insecticide-treated bed nets, indoor residual spraying, and prompt case management with artemisinin-based
combination therapies [217]. Modeling studies indicate additive benefits when the vaccine is layered onto
comprehensive vector control and treatment programs, potentially averting an additional 20~30% of cases beyond
existing tools. However, concerns regarding potential negative interactions, particularly with SMC, have emerged.
While theoretical immune interference has not materialized, operational challenges in coordinating SMC cycles with
vaccine schedules complicate simultaneous implementation. Emerging evidence suggests that combining
RTS,S/AS01 with intermittent preventive treatment in infants or seasonal chemoprevention yields synergistic
protection, though optimal scheduling and drug selection require further investigation [22-247. Vector control
remains paramount, as reduced mosquito exposure amplifies vaccine-induced immunity by lowering antigen
exposure and delaying immune waning.
Equity and Access Considerations
Equity in vaccine access represents a critical policy consideration. Children in the most remote, underserved areas
where malaria burden is highest face the greatest barriers to achieving four-dose coverage, risking exacerbation of
health disparities. Targeted strategies, including mobile vaccination teams, community-based delivery, and
integration with vitamin A supplementation or deworming campaigns, may enhance reach. Vaccine supply
constraints pose additional equity challenges; global manufacturing capacity currently limits availability to pilot
countries, and scale-up to all endemic countries will require substantial production expansion. Gavi, the Vaccine
Alliance, has committed $155 million to support RTS,S/AS01 introduction in eligible countries, though sustained
financing beyond initial implementation phases remains uncertain [25, 267]. Transparent prioritization frameworks,
balancing epidemiological burden, health system readiness, and equity principles, are essential to guide allocation
decisions.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS AND RESEARCH GAPS

Next-Generation Malaria Vaccines
RTS, S/AS01's modest efficacy and waning immunity underscore the need for improved vaccines. R21/Matrix-M,
a second-generation CSP-targeting vaccine developed by Oxford University, has demonstrated 75—77% efficacy over
12 months in Phase IIb trials in Burkina Faso, substantially exceeding RTS,S/AS01 performance [277]. R21 employs
a higher antigen dose and a different adjuvant (Matrix-M, a saponin-based formulation), potentially explaining
superior immunogenicity. Phase III trials are underway, and WHO prequalification is anticipated in 2024—2025.
Beyond pre-erythrocytic vaccines, blood-stage candidates targeting merozoite surface proteins (e.g., RH5-based
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vaccines) and transmission-blocking vaccines targeting sexual-stage antigens (e.g., Pfs25, Pfs230) are in various
development stages. Multi-stage vaccines, combining pre-erythrocytic and blood-stage antigens, may provide
broader protection, though formulation complexity and regulatory pathways pose challenges. Additionally, whole-
sporozoite vaccines (irradiated or genetically attenuated) induce potent CD8+ T-cell responses but face
manufacturing and cold-chain hurdles.
Genomic Surveillance and Antigenic Diversity
Plasmodium falciparum exhibits substantial genetic diversity, particularly within the CSP NANP repeat region, where
repeat number varies from 33 to 37 copies, and non-NANP insertions (NVDP, NPDP) occur [28, 297. Although
RTS, S/AS01 targets the conserved NANP motif, emerging evidence suggests that parasites with variant repeat
structures may escape vaccine-induced immunity, contributing to breakthrough infections. Genomic surveillance of
circulating parasite populations in vaccine-implementation areas is critical to monitor selective pressure and
potential immune evasion. Fortunately, large-scale sequencing studies to date have not identified consistent vaccine-
driven selection, though continued vigilance is warranted. Future vaccines incorporating broader epitope coverage,
including C-terminal and junctional regions, may mitigate escape risks.
Integration with Broader Malaria Elimination Strategies
RTS,S/AS01 represents one component of a comprehensive malaria elimination toolkit. Mathematical modeling
suggests that achieving elimination in high-transmission settings requires sustained interventions achieving 90%
reductions in transmission, necessitating maximal coverage of vector control, case management, chemoprevention,
and vaccination [307. Vaccine introduction must be accompanied by strengthened surveillance systems to detect
and respond to outbreaks, parasite drug resistance monitoring, and entomological surveillance for insecticide
resistance. Additionally, socio-economic development, improved housing, and environmental management
contribute to long-term transmission reduction. The malaria research community increasingly emphasizes precision
public health approaches, tailoring intervention packages to local epidemiology, transmission intensity, and health
system capacity, rather than one-size-fits-all strategies.
Unresolved Questions and Research Priorities
Several critical questions remain. The duration of protection beyond four years is poorly characterized, and the need
for additional booster doses in adolescence or adulthood is unclear. Optimal vaccine schedules, including alternative
dosing intervals and fractional dosing to extend supply, require investigation. The biological basis for reduced
efficacy in infants receiving RTS,S/AS01 alongside routine vaccines deserves mechanistic study, as does the
potential for immune interference with other childhood vaccines [317. The impact of maternal antibodies on infant
vaccine responses remains incompletely understood. Finally, the role of genetic factors, including human leukocyte
antigen polymorphisms and innate immune gene variants, in modulating vaccine efficacy warrants exploration,
potentially enabling personalized vaccination strategies.

CONCLUSION
RTS, S/AS01 represents a transformative advance in malaria control, offering the first licensed vaccine against a
parasitic disease and a critical new tool for protecting vulnerable pediatric populations in sub-Saharan Africa. Despite
modest efficacy of approximately 36% against clinical malaria and 32% against severe disease, the vaccine delivers
meaningful public health impact when integrated into comprehensive malaria control programs, averting substantial
morbidity and mortality in high-transmission settings. Pilot implementation programs in Ghana, Kenya, and
Malawi have demonstrated programmatic feasibility, acceptable safety, and real-world effectiveness consistent with
trial data, supporting WHO's recommendation for widespread deployment. However, significant challenges persist,
including waning immunity necessitating four-dose schedules, operational barriers to achieving high coverage,
interaction complexities with seasonal malaria chemoprevention, and equity concerns in reaching the most
vulnerable populations. The vaccine's mechanism targeting the circumsporozoite protein to induce neutralizing
antibodies provides incomplete protection due to limited cellular immunity and antigenic diversity. Moving forward,
RTS, S/AS01 should be viewed as a foundational intervention requiring complementary strategies, including next-
generation vaccines with higher efficacy, sustained investment in vector control and case management, and genomic
surveillance to monitor immune evasion. The lessons learned from RTS, S/AS01 development and implementation
provide invaluable insights for accelerating malaria vaccine innovation and achieving the ambitious goal of malaria
elimination in endemic regions. National malaria control programs in high-transmission sub-Saharan African
countries should integrate RTS, S/AS01 into routine immunization schedules alongside sustained investment in
vector control, case management, and next-generation vaccine development to maximize pediatric protection and
advance toward malaria elimination.
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