
 

US awaits word on 2nd vaccine as COVID-19
outbreak worsens

December 18 2020, by Lauran Neergaard and Matthew Perrone

  
 

  

In this July 27, 2020, file photo, a nurse prepares a shot as a study of a possible
COVID-19 vaccine, developed by the National Institutes of Health and Moderna
Inc., gets underway in Binghamton, N.Y. The U.S. is poised to give the green
light as early as Friday, Dec. 18, to a second COVID-19 vaccine, a critical new
weapon against the surging coronavirus. Doses of the vaccine developed by
Moderna Inc. and the National Institutes of Health will give a much-needed
boost to supplies as the biggest vaccination effort in the nation's history
continues. (AP Photo/Hans Pennink, File)
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The U.S. stood on the verge of adding a second COVID-19 vaccine to its
arsenal Friday as the outbreak descended deeper into its most lethal
phase yet, with the nation regularly recording over 3,000 deaths per day.

The Food and Drug Administration was evaluating a shot developed by
Moderna Inc. and the National Institutes of Health and was expected to
give it the green light soon, clearing the way for its use to begin as early
as Monday.

That would give the U.S. a critical new weapon against the coronavirus
in addition to the Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine now being dispensed to
millions of health care workers and nursing home patients as part of the
biggest vaccination drive in American history.

The go-ahead from the FDA would mark the world's first authorization
of Moderna's shots. Large but unfinished studies show that both vaccines
appear safe and strongly protective, though Moderna's is easier to
handle, since it does not need to be kept at ultra-frozen temperatures like
the Pfizer-BioNTech shot. Both require two doses for full protection.

A second vaccine represents a ray of hope amid despair as the virus
continues to spread unabated even before holiday gatherings certain to
fuel the outbreak.

The scourge has claimed more than 310,000 U.S. lives and killed 1.6
million people worldwide. New cases in the U.S. are running at over
216,000 per day on average. Deaths per day have hit all-time highs,
eclipsing 3,600 on Wednesday.
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In this Dec. 15, 2020, file photo, a sign for Moderna, Inc. hangs on its
headquarters in Cambridge, Mass. The U.S. is poised to give the green light as
early as Friday, Dec. 18, to a second COVID-19 vaccine, a critical new weapon
against the surging coronavirus. Doses of the vaccine developed by Moderna Inc.
and the National Institutes of Health will give a much-needed boost to supplies as
the biggest vaccination effort in the nation's history continues. (AP Photo/Elise
Amendola, File)

California has emerged as one of the most lethal hot spots, with hospitals
running out of intensive care beds and ambulances lining up outside
emergency rooms in scenes reminiscent of the calamity around New
York City last spring.

"I am fearful it will be worse than what we saw in New York," said Dr.
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Marc Futernick, an emergency room physician in Los Angeles. When
New York's hospitals were in crisis, health care workers from across the
country came to help out.

"None of that is happening right now, and there's no way for it to happen
because every place is busy. There's no cavalry coming," Futernick said.

California on Thursday reported 52,000 new cases in a single
day—equal to what the entire U.S. was averaging in mid-
October—along with a one-day record of 379 deaths and more than
16,000 people in the hospital with COVID-19.

  
 

  

In this Monday, July 27, 2020, file photo, Nurse Kathe Olmstead, right, gives
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volunteer Melissa Harting, of Harpursville, N.Y., an injection of a possible
COVID-19 vaccine, developed by the National Institutes of Health and Moderna
Inc., in Binghamton, N.Y. The U.S. is poised to give the green light as early as
Friday, Dec. 18, to a second COVID-19 vaccine, a critical new weapon against
the surging coronavirus. Doses of the vaccine developed by Moderna Inc. and the
National Institutes of Health will give a much-needed boost to supplies as the
biggest vaccination effort in the nation's history continues.(AP Photo/Hans
Pennink, File)

The goal is to get 80% or so of the U.S. population vaccinated by
mid-2021 to finally conquer the outbreak.

Even with Moderna's doses added to the U.S. supply, however, there
won't be enough vaccine for the general population until spring, and
shots will be rationed in the meantime. And while health workers are
enthusiastically embracing vaccination, authorities worry the public may
need more reassurance to ensure more people get in line when it's their
turn.

To help instill confidence in the shot, Vice President Mike Pence
received the Pfizer-BioNTech vaccination on live TV Friday, along with
Surgeon General Jerome Adams.

FDA clearance could help pave the way for other countries that are
considering the Moderna vaccine. European regulators could authorize
its use as soon as Jan. 6. Britain, Canada and a few other countries
already have cleared the Pfizer-BioNTech shot, with a European Union
decision due Monday.
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Vice President Mike Pence receives a Pfizer-BioNTech COVID-19 vaccine shot
at the Eisenhower Executive Office Building on the White House complex,
Friday, Dec. 18, 2020, in Washington. Karen Pence, and U.S. Surgeon General
Jerome Adams also participated. (AP Photo/Andrew Harnik)

"What we want to always remember is one size does not fit all. We want
to have options," said Dr. Paul Duprex of the University of Pittsburgh.

Moderna has about 5.9 million doses ready for shipment set to begin
over the weekend. Injections of health workers and nursing home
residents continue next week, before other essential workers and
vulnerable groups are allowed to get in line.

Both Moderna's and Pfizer-BioNTech's shots are so-called mRNA
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vaccines, made with a groundbreaking new technology. They use a piece
of genetic code that trains the immune system to recognize the spike
protein on the surface of the virus, ready to attack if the real thing comes
along.

Experts are hoping the two together will "break the back of the
pandemic" when combined with masks and other precautions, said Dr.
Arnold Monto of the University of Michigan, who chaired an advisory
committee that publicly debated the shots' evidence ahead of FDA's
decisions.

  
 

  

People check in at a food bank held at Los Angeles Boys & Girls Club in the
Lincoln Heights neighborhood of Los Angeles, Thursday, Dec. 17, 2020. "This
neighborhood is hard hit by COVID-19. Our families work in service industry
jobs," said Carlyn Oropez, director of operations at the facility. "Most of the
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people here have had reduction in hours, reduction in pay, or have lost their jobs.
They are coming here for help with basic needs." (AP Photo/Jae C. Hong)

  
 

  

Medical workers remove a stretcher from an ambulance near medical tents
outside the emergency room at UCI Medical Center, Thursday, Dec. 17, 2020, in
Irvine, Calif. California health authorities reported Thursday a record 379
coronavirus deaths and more than 52,000 new confirmed cases. (AP
Photo/Ashley Landis)

Emergency authorization from the FDA means a vaccine is still
experimental, with studies required to continue to track long-term safety
and answer lingering questions.
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Data provided to the FDA's advisers show the Moderna vaccine was
more than 94% effective at preventing COVID-19 in people 18 and
older and that it strongly protected older adults, who are most vulnerable.

A study of more than 30,000 volunteers uncovered no major safety
problems so far. Side effects typically seen with other vaccinations were
common, such as sore arms, fever, fatigue and muscle aches, which are
signs the immune system is revving up.

© 2020 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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