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WASHINGTON, DC 20510

January 11, 2021

The Honorable Alex Azar

Secretary

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
200 Independence Avenue, SW

Washington, DC 20201

Dear Secretary Azar:

We write to you with concerns about significant challenges in COVID-19 vaccine distribution
and administration across the country and to outline key actions the Trump Administration
should have taken—and must now take—to address these challenges. With our health system
and economy in crisis, and millions of lives at stake, we cannot afford for this vaccination
campaign to continue to be hindered by the lack of planning, communication, and leadership we
have seen so far.

President Trump tweeted on January 3rd that “the vaccines are being delivered to the states by
the Federal Government far faster than they can be administered!” That should have been an
indicator of a failed vaccine roll out, not a point of pride. It is the federal government’s role to
ensure states, Tribes, localities, and the public are receiving the resources and support they need,
rather than requiring every jurisdiction to manage on their own without the benefit of the
national resources and perspective that only the federal government can provide.

Since July, we have been calling on the Trump Administration to work with states, Tribes, and
localities, vaccine and PPE manufacturers, public health experts, congregate care settings, and
other health care providers to develop a comprehensive, national plan for vaccines. Since
September, when the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and Operation Warp
Speed (OWS) first published their playbook and strategy for vaccine distribution, state, Tribal,
and local health departments have said that they need clear communication, transparent decision-
making, evidence-based guidance, and financial resources to effectively implement vaccine
administration plans. Despite months to plan, the Trump Administration has failed to meet these
needs or deliver promised doses to jurisdictions, and as a result of this lack of planning, only 36
percent of distributed vaccines have been administered. We hope the recently announced efforts
to scale up vaccinations in pharmacies will help to turn this tide but it is clear much more is
needed. States, Tribes, and localities, providers, and the public are being left without federal
support or clear, complete information about what to expect in the future as nearly 300,000
Americans fall ill daily from this virus.

In order to avoid these failures, the Trump Administration should have issued and implemented a
comprehensive national vaccines plan, including detailed guidance and an infusion of resources
to support states. Federal responsibility does not end with delivery of vaccines to states, as you
have suggested. Vaccine administration must be a close partnership between the federal
government and state, Tribal, and local governments, with the federal government stepping up to



ensure that all needs are met. A vaccine allocated on a spreadsheet, or even a vaccine distributed
and sitting on a shelf, is not enough to protect anyone. The metric that matters, and where we are
clearly moving too slowly, is vaccines in arms. A comprehensive national plan should:

¢ include robust guidance for states, Tribes, localities and health care providers including
on personal protective equipment (PPE) usage, vaccine administration prioritization, and
best practices for taking the vaccine from distribution to administration;

e specify how the Federal government will support these entities with funding, supplies,
information, and personnel—which thus far the Trump Administration has failed to do;
and

e account for the significant challenges jurisdictions face in scaling up their workforces
while continuing other lifesaving public health work, which may include providing
increased support for mass vaccination clinics and mobile testing units, as well as
supplementing the vaccination workforce including vaccinators, logistical support, and
more.

In the absence of this long-overdue national plan, it is all the more important that the Trump
Administration actively engage with state planning efforts in the coming days, identify
challenges across distribution and administration, and proactively address problems that arise in
partnership with jurisdictions.

In order to support the efforts outlined in a comprehensive, national plan, the Trump
Administration must also quickly provide robust vaccine distribution funding to States, Tribes,
and localities. In advance of vaccine distribution efforts commencing, the Department of Health
and Human Services (HHS) had provided just $617 million in funding to states for vaccine
efforts—this amount was woefully inadequate. In fact, the Trump Administration falsely stated
as recently as November that States did not need funding for vaccine distribution. Ultimately,
Congress provided $8.75 billion for vaccine distribution efforts in the recently enacted COVID
relief bill which will meaningfully help states execute their vaccine administration plans. The bill
requires a portion of this funding to be sent to states within 21 days, and President Trump’s delay
in signing this legislation should not further delay the distribution of these funds. We recognize
that the CDC announced the availability of $3 billion for states for vaccination activities, but we
cannot afford a repeat performance of this Administration’s decision to sit on billions of dollars
in testing funds when states urgently needed them. The Trump Administration must ensure
strong support reaches jurisdictions as soon as possible to support their critical work. The
challenges we are seeing in vaccine distribution also underscore the need for robust and
permanent investments in public health infrastructure to get us out of this cycle of crisis and
response.

The Trump Administration must act to correct the lack of transparency and communication from
the federal government around COVID-19 vaccine distribution and administration. Over the first
two weeks of vaccine distribution, more than a dozen states found their actual vaccine
allocations fell significantly below initial OWS allocation forecasts.! For several days, OWS
denied these discrepancies, before ultimately admitting officials had provided states with flawed

!https://www.statnews.com/2020/12/19/operation-warp-speed-leader-takes-sole-responsibility-for-covid-19-
vaccine-distribution-confusion/



numbers.? Even now, states are given just one week of advanced notice about the number of
doses they will receive and have been given no information about distribution projections after
February.® Local health departments are largely excluded from planning calls with OWS and
CDC, even though they often ultimately receive and administer vaccines. There is no federal
plan to publicly release sufficient data on vaccinations in long-term care settings, where more
than 133,350 residents have died, accounting for 37 percent of all deaths from COVID-19.* The
federal Pharmacy Partnership for Long-Term Care Program, which states expected to rely on to
support vaccination of these particularly vulnerable populations, has administered only 17
percent of the vaccines distributed to these facilities to date.’

Jurisdictions and health care providers are not the only ones in the dark; members of the public
do not know when, where, or how they will be able to be vaccinated.® CDC already supports a
national portal to provide information to the public on where they can receive flu vaccines and
other vaccines; the public needs this and more information when it comes COVID-19 vaccines,
which should be broadly publicized.” Furthermore, while some states are taking steps to educate
providers and the public to improve communication and build trust, the Trump Administration
has failed to meaningfully address vaccine confidence, after spending months directly
undermining such confidence by casting doubt on our nation’s world-class scientists and
scientific agencies. The Trump Administration should launch a long-overdue, large-scale public
awareness campaign and work with leaders in communities across the country to provide
science-based information to promote high vaccination rates. The federal government must play
a proactive role in improving transparency and communication with public health departments
and the American people.

Finally, the Trump Administration must also act to ensure vaccine distribution efforts combat
rather than exacerbate the health inequities that have been laid bare by the COVID-19 pandemic.
A failure to plan strategically and proactively for vaccine distribution means communities of
color, residents of congregate care facilities, rural communities, and other populations
disproportionately at-risk will remain neglected in our pandemic response. This is especially true
for the millions of health care workers of color who provide the daily care and support for
residents of congregate care settings and who provide home health care. We have seen the toll
this pandemic has taken on vulnerable communities, and the egregious health disparities that
have resulted from this pandemic, and we must act to combat these inequities.

Since FDA granted the first emergency use authorization for a COVID-19 vaccine, only 2
percent of Americans have been vaccinated. In that same time, the United States passed 20
million cumulative cases of COVID-19 and saw a new record in daily deaths from COVID-19
when over 4,085 Americans died on January 7. Of the 20 million doses promised by the end of
2020, only 4 million doses were administered before the end of the year. In light of this failed
vaccine rollout amidst a surge in COVID-19 cases and deaths, we urge you to finally take the

2 https://www.politico.com/news/2020/12/19/coronavirus-vaccine-overcount-warp-speed-448692

3 https://data.cdc.gov/Vaccinations/COVID-19-Vaccine-Distribution-Allocations-by-Juris/saz5-9hgg

4 https://www.aging.senate.gov/press-releases/casey-wyden-call-on-trump-administration-to-publicize-data-on-
covid-19-vaccine-distribution-to-nursing-homes; https://covidtracking.com/data/long-term-care

5 https://covid.cdc.gov/covid-data-tracker/#vaccinations

® https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/recommendations.html

7 https://vaccinefinder.org/
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Patty Murray
United States Senator
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Patrick Leahy
United States Senator

/s/ Robert P. Casey, Jr.

Robert P. Casey, Jr.
United States Senator
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Benjamin L. Cardin
United States Senator
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Tammy Baldwin
United States Senator
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Chris Van Hollen
United States Senator

Sincerely,

steps necessary to ensure COVID-19 vaccines are quickly and equitably distributed and
administered across the country.

Charles E. Schumer
United States Senator
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Jon Tester
United States Senator
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Tim Kaine
United States Senator
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Tammy Duckworth
United States Senator
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Michael F. Bennet
United States Senator

ATNET

Jeffrey A. Merkley
United States Senator
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Christopher A. Coons
United States Senator

/s/ Mazie K. Hirono

Mazie K. Hirono
United States Senator
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Sherrod Brown
United States Senator

/s/ Martin Heinrich

Martin Heinrich
United States Senator

/s/ Thomas R. Carper

Thomas R. Carper
United States Senator
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Cory A. Booker
United States Senator

%K\ ol drain,

Amy Klobuchar
United States Senator
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Mark R. Warner
United States Senator

,I?fianne Feinstein
United States Senator
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Kirsten Gillibrand
United States Senator
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Ron Wyden
United States Senator
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Christopher S. Murphy
United States Senator
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Jeanne Shaheen
United States Senator
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Brian Schatz L)

United States Senator
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Richard Blumenthal
United States Senator
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John Hickenlooper
United States Senator
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Ben Ray Lujan
United States Senator

Margaret Wood Hassan
United States Senator
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Catherine Cortez Masto
United States Senator
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Edward J. Markey
United States Senator

Jacky Rosen
United States Senator

/s/ Mark Kelly

Mark Kelly
United States Senator
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Gary C. Peters
United States Senator
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Debbie Stabenow
United States Senator

Maria Cantwell
United States Senator
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Sheldon Whitehouse
United States Senator
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Tina Smith
United States Senator

Joe Manchin 111
United States Senator

Elizabeth Warren
United States Senator
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Bernard Sanders
United States Senator




/s/ Jack Reed

Jack Reed
United States Senator

W4

Robert Menendez
United States Senator

/s/ Dick Durbin

Richard J. Durbin
United States Senator



