
 

Biden's pandemic plan overlooks mask
mandates and vulnerable populations
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President Joseph Biden on Sept. 9, 2021, unveiled his revamped strategy
to confront the pandemic, outlining an approach that focuses heavily on
attempting to reduce the number of unvaccinated Americans.

The new plan comes at a crucial time. The delta variant continues to
spread in states across America. The virus is currently taking more than
1,500 lives each day, and new hospital admissions of children are higher
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now than at any other point during the pandemic. Concern is especially
high in states with low vaccination rates. High transmission is also
harming economic recovery as people stay home to avoid the virus.

As such, policies aimed at getting people vaccinated make
sense—vaccination is a proven way to protect populations from
hospitalizations and death from coronavirus infection.

To encourage vaccination, the president is mandating that employees at
companies with more than 100 workers are either vaccinated or test for
the virus every week. His new plan also includes enhanced production of
rapid tests and making them available either free to Medicaid recipients
or at cost via retailers such as Walmart and Amazon.

As leaders of a team of health policy researchers that track policy
responses to COVID-19, we know there is no perfect approach to
preventing the virus. It is certainly encouraging that the administration
has acknowledged that more needed to be done—and the measures
outlined by the president are likely to encourage vaccinations. But we
believe they would work better if supplemented by further actions—be it
at a federal or state level—that would protect vulnerable people through
stronger mask mandates and improved vaccine delivery.

We are also concerned that the headline policy—mandating workplace
vaccinations—may have only a limited impact in low-income
communities where many workers are independent contractors like gig
workers and agricultural workers. Analyses show unvaccinated rates tend
to be higher in such communities.

No federal mask policies

Biden's plan would continue to require the use of masks on interstate
transit and federal property and doubles the fine for failure to comply.
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But it fell short of calling for universal mask policies.

This is despite internal documents from the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention in which scientists made clear that "universal masking is
essential to reduce transmission."

Stronger mask policies would be especially helpful for immediately
reducing the transmission of the delta variant, especially in higher-risk
indoor spaces and among children who are not eligible for vaccines.
Hospitalizations in the U.S. of children went from record lows to record
highs—and climbing—in a span of just four weeks.

Mask mandates can reduce community transmission, allowing more time
to intensify vaccine delivery efforts and messaging.

A data-driven approach to mask mandates would supplement the
measures Biden has laid out in his path out of the pandemic. Such a 
policy has been put to good use in Nevada, where mask mandates come
into effect in counties with high numbers of infections and are then
removed when cases fall below a certain level.

Vaccine mandates may still miss population groups

The administration's plan includes a vaccine mandate for federal
employees and health care workers at Medicaid and Medicare serving
hospitals. The administration also asked the Occupational Safety and
Health Administration to develop a rule that would require these
employers to provide paid time off for vaccination and recovery.

While many federal employees, health care workers and higher-income
workers are already vaccinated, even modest increases could make a
difference, especially in regions with low vaccination rates.
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The new vaccine mandates are less likely to reach low-income workers,
many of whom are considered independent contractors or who work in
small restaurants or other businesses and as such will not be covered.

Research has shown that vaccination rates tend to be lower in lower-
income communities. This may be because lower-paid workers are
focused on meeting other needs like food, housing and child care for
their families, have less time because they are working more than one
job or cannot afford unpaid time off work to get a shot.

The delta variant continues to spread rapidly through the U.S. State
leaders can play an important role in speeding up vaccine delivery
efforts at schools, neighborhoods and workplaces. Efforts that are
directed toward low-income communities and workers where
vaccination rates remain lowest are more likely to yield greater results.
And mask policies could slow the spread of COVID-19 until more adults
and children can be vaccinated.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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