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FDA Authorizes Johnson & Johnson Vaccine
On Friday, Feb 26, the
FDA granted an Emergency Use Authorization
for the Johnson & Johnson vaccine (85% effective at preventing severe
disease). The FDA’s advisory committee had a
unanimous 22-0 vote to
authorize the vaccine on
the only voting question
posed: Based on the totality of
scientific evidence available, do
the benefits of the
Ad26.COV2.S vaccine outweigh its risks for active immunization to prevent
COVID-19 caused by SARS
-CoV-2 in individuals 18
years of age and older? Like
the Moderna vaccine, the
Johnson & Johnson vaccine is for people ages 18
and above, so there were
no concerns from the
pediatricians hesitant to
authorize the Pfizer vaccine (ages 16 and above).

The Johnson & Johnson
vaccine is the first vaccine
to be authorized by the
FDA that is only one
dose. Both the Pfizer and
Moderna vaccines are two
-dose, meaning that distributors have to worry
about if patients come
back on time to receive
the booster dose (if at all),
and saving doses to ensure
availability must also be
considered. A single-dose
vaccine eliminates all of
those problems. The
Johnson & Johnson vac-

cine also does not need to
be frozen, unlike the Pfizer and Moderna vaccines.
Medical centers no longer
have to save freezer space
for storage of the vaccine,
creating a much easier
flow of distribution. The
company stated that their
vaccine was equally effective against the P1 Covid
variant in Brazil, and new
data shows that it protects
against other new variants,
like the ones of the U.K.
and South Africa, better
than expected.

AstraZeneca Vaccine Faces Skepticism
The AstraZeneca vaccine
is facing skepticism in
multiple countries. In
South Africa, many
(including knowledgeable
healthcare workers) are
refusing to take the vaccine, as they don’t trust
its efficacy or safety. This
distrust comes at a dire
time for the country.
South Africa was one of
the first to discover a
new variant of the virus,
which is more contagious than the original
1.
2.
3.

strain. Thus, it has the
worst Covid situation in
Africa. Many Germans
are also rejecting the
AstraZeneca vaccine in
hopes of receiving the
Pfizer vaccine. Hundreds
of thousands of doses
are going unused as Germans refuse to schedule
or show up to appointments. Only around
270,000 doses have been
used out of an initial
delivery of 1.45 million.
Much of this skepticism
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stems from the controversy of AstraZeneca’s
clinical trials: the full
dose + full dose treatment had only a 62.1%
efficacy, while the half
dose + full dose treatment had a 90% efficacy.
Confusion regarding the
overall weighted efficacy
of 70.4% (much lower
than that of the Pfizer or
Moderna vaccines) lead
to general distrust.

FDA authorizes Johnson & Johnson’s single-dose Covid-19 vaccine, STAT News, Feb 27, 2021
As vaccines arrive, South Africa faces widespread skepticism over safety, Reuters, Feb 9, 2021
As Germans reject AstraZeneca shot, hundreds of thousands of doses go unused., The New York Times, Feb 25, 2021
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Pfizer Discusses Adding a Third Dose
Pfizer is currently discussing
the possibility of a third dose
(a second booster shot) in
hopes of significantly increasing antibody response to help
with the new variants. The
current two-dose Pfizer vaccine has not been tested on
either the UK or South Africa
variant. An additional dose
would lead to a stronger immune system to combat infection. More antibodies would
lower the chances of the virus
replicating inside the body.

“the alternative
temperature for
transportation and
storage … should
help to get vaccine
to more sites”
-Dr. Peter Marks,
FDA

Pfizer has begun testing the
third dose in participants that
received their first dose over
six months ago because antibody response will have likely
slowed down. This third dose
will be the same as the first
two, with an equal interval
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between the second and
third doses. Of course, this
brings up the added issue of
vaccine distributors having
to repurpose initial doses
into third doses, slowing
down the vaccination rate
overall. Distributors also
must consider saving more
doses to ensure patients
receive their third dose on
time. However, Pfizer believes that the benefits of a
stronger immune system are
well worth it. In addition,
Pfizer will be testing a modified vaccine

to further help combat the
South Africa variant. Pfizer
CEO Albert Bourla asserted
that the Covid vaccine will
have to be taken annually for
protection against any new
variants—similar to the flu
shot. The FDA stated that
clinical trials for modified
versions of vaccines could be
shortened. Since the modified versions only have slight
tweaks to account for new
variants, reproving the safety
and efficacy may not be
needed.

FDA Changes Pfizer Vaccine Storage Requirements 5
The FDA has recently
changed the storage requirements for the Pfizer vaccine.
After Pfizer submitted new
data, the FDA allowed their
vaccines to be stored at only
a normal freezer temperature
(-13 to 5 degrees F) for up to
two weeks instead of an ultracold freezer temperature (112 to –76 degrees F).
Dr. Peter Marks, the director
of the FDA’s Center for Biologics Evaluation and Research stated that “the alternative temperature for transportation and storage will
help ease the burden of procuring ultra-low cold storage
equipment for vaccination
sites and should help to get
vaccine to more sites.” Now,
distribution will be much

easier—previously, many
medical sites did not have
ultracold freezers and had to
wait to buy one in high demand, unable to store the
Pfizer vaccine. These medical sites can now store them
in their already existing regular freezers. Transportation
on Pfizer’s end will be made
more convenient, as well.
Pfizer no longer needs to
ship batches of doses in

4. A third Pfizer dose? The Covid-19 vaccine maker is studying booster shots, NBC News, Feb 25, 2021
5. The F.D.A. says the Pfizer vaccine can be kept at normal freezer temperatures, The New York Times, Feb 25, 2021

ultracold packaging.
The Moderna vaccine can
also be stored in a regular
freezer, but until the expiration date. It can be stored in
regular refrigerators for up
to 30 days, allowing smaller
medical sites to easily store
the vaccine. Overall, the
Moderna vaccine is easier to
store, but Pfizer is stepping
up as well.

An ultra-cold vaccine freezer
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How Soon Will We Reach Herd Immunity?
Herd immunity is reached
when enough of a population
has immunity, stopping the
spread of the virus. How soon
the US reaches herd immunity
(around 70% immune) depends on multiple factors,
which include how many people have been vaccinated, how
easily the virus and the variants
spread, how strict guidelines
are, and how many people
have already been infected
(and are likely more resistant).
A rough estimate for the total
percent of the population immune can be provided by adding the number of people fully
vaccinated and the number of
people who were previously
infected, but recovered. This
percentage would vary depending on the factors previously stated.
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Social Distancing Guidelines:

Vaccination Speed:

If we continue to socially distance, we could
reach herd immunity by July. An estimated
100,000 deaths would occur in that time.

If we continue at our current pace (1.7 million
shots per day), we could reach herd immunity
by July. An estimated 100,000 deaths would
occur in that time.

If we stop social distancing later in the spring,
we could reach herd immunity by June. However, an estimated 170,000 deaths would occur in
that time. Herd immunity would be reached one
month earlier than if we continued social distancing. However, this is only because the lack
of guidelines would increase the number of
people who were infected and recovered. The
number of people fully vaccinated would not
change. But it also comes at a huge cost—
70,000 more Americans would die, and thus
stopping social distancing later in the spring is
probably not worth it.

If we increase our rate to 3 million shots per
day, we could reach herd immunity by May. An
estimated 90,000 deaths would occur in that
time.
It is unlikely, but if we increase our rate to 5
million shots per day, we could reach herd immunity by April. An estimated 80,000 deaths
would occur in that time.
Variants:

If a more contagious variant spreads with social
distancing guidelines, we could reach herd imIf we stop social distancing right now, we could munity by July. However, an estimated 200,000
reach herd immunity by May. However, an
deaths would occur in that time.
estimated 320,000 deaths would occur in that
time. Similar to the previous scenario, stopping If a more contagious variant spreads without
restrictions now would sacrifice lives for slightly social distancing guidelines, we could reach
herd immunity by April. However, an estimated
quicker herd immunity, and is probably not
530,000 deaths would occur in that time. As
worth it.
with the social distancing factor, we only reach
herd immunity due to a higher number of people getting infected, and then recovering.

6. When Could the United States Reach Herd Immunity? It’s Complicated, The New York Times, Feb 20, 2021

Vaccines for Children Could be Available Later in 2021
If proven to be safe and effective, vaccines for children as
young as first graders could be
available near the start of the
school year in September, said
Dr. Anthony Fauci. Experts say
that vaccine makers are not
working fast enough at the moment, but a vaccine for children
is a very important step towards
achieving herd immunity. It
would also lighten the loads of
overworked parents who have
to take care of their children at
home. Clinical trials for this
vaccine follow the process of
age de-escalation. Fauci said
they would start with people
ages 12 to 16, then ages 9 to 11,
then finally ages 6 to 8.

COVID-19 Humor

Portable tests are either test-bymail kits, where people swab
their noses and mail the kit
back to a lab, or at-home tests,
which do not require mailing.
Test-by-mail kits use the polymerase chain reaction (PCR)
method and usually receive
diagnostic results within 1-2
days. However, in this time the
patient could have been infected, increasing the chance of a
false negative. At-home tests
do not use the PCR method
but instead search for antigens—part of the viral infection. These give results instantly. Neither of these are as accurate as diagnostics taken at a
clinic but play an important
role in quickly providing infor7. Fauci: Vaccines for Kids as Young as First Graders Could Be Authorized by September, ProPublica, Feb 11, 2021
8. At-Home Coronavirus Testing Is Here, The New York Times, Feb 26, 2021

Currently, Pfizer is the only
manufacturer with enough progress to make a vaccine for
elementary-school aged children by late summer. The company is now conducting trials
with people ages 12-15 (Pfizer’s
original vaccine was approved
for ages 16 and up). They expect the trial results in “the
early part of 2021.” Moderna
has not stated their clinical trials
for people ages 12-17 yet, but
expect trial results around mid2021. After that, Moderna will
begin trials for people ages 6
months-11 years and expects
trial results in 2022. AstraZeneca will begin trials in people
ages 12-17 next month.

At-Home Covid Diagnostics Are Now Available
People can now get tested for
the coronavirus from their own
homes. Previously, people had
to visit a testing site for a diagnostic, which could be a challenge for those who don’t have
access to one. Visiting a testing
site also increases exposure to
the virus.
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mation to patients if they test
positive.
The ideal home test depends
on one’s symptoms. If someone is asymptomatic, the virus
is likely not as pronounced in
their body. Thus, the lengthier
but more accurate PCR test-bymail kit would suit them. Conversely, if someone is symptomatic, the virus is more pronounced in their body. Either a
PCR test-by-mail kit or an antigen test would be able to confirm that they are infected with
the virus, so ideally they should
seek the test with the lowest
rate of false negatives. This
means that the test would be
less likely to show a negative
result when the patient is actually positive. Of course, this is
not the only factor that should
be considered. Costs and turnaround time also are very important. Antigen tests are much
faster and are available at a
fraction of the cost of a PCR
test-by-mail kit.

