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As COVID-19 cases wane, vaccine-lagging
areas still see risk

June 13 2021, by Dylan Lovan and Leah Willingham

Workers at a mostly empty COVID-19 vaccination clinic located at Cathedral of
the Cross A.O.H. Church of God in Birmingham, Ala., are shown in this
Monday, May 3, 2021, file photo. New COVID-19 cases are declining across the
most of the country, even in some states with vaccine-hesitant populations. But
almost all states bucking that trend have lower-than-average vaccination rates,
and experts warn that relief from the pandemic could be fleeting in regions
where few people get inoculated. Credit: AP Photo/Jay Reeves, File
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New COVID-19 cases are declining across most of the country, even in
some states with vaccine-hesitant populations. But almost all states
bucking that trend have lower-than-average vaccination rates, and
experts warn that relief from the pandemic could be fleeting in regions
where few people get inoculated.

Case totals nationally have declined in a week from a seven-day average
of nearly 21,000 on May 29 to 14,315 on Saturday, according to data
from Johns Hopkins University. For weeks, states and cities have been
dropping virus restrictions and mask mandates, even indoors.

Experts said some states are seeing increased immunity because there
were high rates of natural spread of the disease, which has so far killed
nearly 600,000 Americans.

"We certainly are getting some population benefit from our previous
cases, but we paid for it," said Mississippi State Health Officer Dr.
Thomas Dobbs. "We paid for it with deaths."

More than 7,300 Mississippians have died in the pandemic, and the state
has the sixth-highest per capita death rate.

Dobbs estimated that about 60% of the state's residents have "some
underlying immunity."

"So we're now sort of seeing that effect, most likely, because we have a
combination of natural and vaccine-induced immunity," Dobbs said.

Just eight states—Alabama, Arkansas, Hawaii, Missouri, Nevada, Texas,
Utah and Wyoming—have seen their seven-day rolling averages for

infection rates rise from two weeks earlier, according to data compiled
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by Johns Hopkins University. All of them except Hawaii have recorded
vaccination rates that are lower than the US average of 43% fully
vaccinated, according to the U.S Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention.

The 10 states with the fewest new cases per capita over that time frame
all have fully vaccinated rates above the national average.

P.M. Browner, 88, speaks about her apprehension over receiving the COVID-19
vaccine, while waiting for a transportation bus at the Rev. S.L.A. Jones Activity
Center for the Elderly to take her and other seniors to the Aaron E. Henry
Community Health Service Center to receive a vaccination, in Clarksdale, Miss.,
in this April 7, 2021, file photo. New COVID-19 cases are declining across the
most of the country, even in some states with vaccine-hesitant populations. But
almost all states bucking that trend have lower-than-average vaccination rates,
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and experts warn that relief from the pandemic could be fleeting in regions
where few people get inoculated. Credit: AP Photo/Rogelio V. Solis, File

Medical experts said a host of factors is playing into the drop in case
counts across the country, including vaccines, natural immunity from
exposure to the virus, warmer weather and people spending less time
indoors.

But Dr. Leana Wen, a public health professor at George Washington
University, said she is concerned that the natural immunity of those who
have been exposed to coronavirus may soon wane. And she's worried
that states with low vaccination rates could become hot spots.

"Just because we're lucky in June doesn't mean we'll continue to be lucky
come the late fall and winter," said Wen, the former health
commissioner for the city of Baltimore. "We could well have variants
here that are more transmissible, more virulent and those who do not
have immunity or have waning immunity could be susceptible once
again."

In Mississippi, about 835,000 people have been fully vaccinated, or 28%
of the population. But despite the lagging vaccination rate, the state's
rolling average of daily new cases over the past two weeks has decreased
by about 18%, according to Johns Hopkins.

Dr. Albert Ko, who chairs Department of Epidemiology of Microbial
Diseases at Yale, said there is no accurate data to show what percentage
of the population in "high burden" states such as Alabama or Texas have

been exposed to the virus, but he said estimates have put it as high as
50%.
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"I think i1t doesn't deny the importance of vaccination, particularly
because the levels of antibodies that you get that are induced by natural
infection are lower than that of what we have for our best vaccine," Ko
said.

Ko said it is important that even those exposed to the disease get
vaccinated because natural immunity does not last as long as vaccine
immunity and the levels of antibodies are lower.

Wen said research strongly suggests that vaccinations provide a benefit
to those who already have some antibodies due to infection.

"I think it is a fallacy that many people have that recovery means they no
longer need to be vaccinated," she said.

© 2021 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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