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As COVID-19 vaccine distri-
bution continues across Louisi-
ana, medical professionals are
reassuring citizens that it is safe,
effective and has shown no seri-
ous long-term side effects.

One myth that has spread on
social media is that the vaccine
can harm women who are preg-
nant or breastfeeding by damag-
ing the placenta or causing other
effects thatmay lead to infertility.
However, multiple studies from
leadingwomen’s health organiza-
tions have shown these concerns
are unfounded.

“Your body is not recognizing
the placenta as foreign and trying
to attack it. That’s the biggest
misinformation that is out there,
and it simply is not true. It’s not
the way a vaccine works,” said
Dr. Pam Simmons, a mater-
nal-fetal medicine physician at
Woman’s Hospital. “Nothing
has shown that by receiving the
vaccine when you are pregnant
or breastfeeding that you will
have adverse effects beyond the
normal side effects we have seen
in other patients who receive the
vaccine,” Simmons said.

Simmons also noted that when
pregnant women do contract
COVID-19, studies show they
haveahigher riskof severe illness
and requiring ICU treatment.

“Ultimately, a woman needs
to think about the risk factors
and consult with her physician,”
Simmons said. “The important
thing is to be well-informed and
weigh the risks and the benefits
beforemaking a decision.”

Dr. Vince Cataldo, MD, medi-
cal oncologist,Mary Bird Perkins
– Our Lady of the Lake Cancer
Center said many of his patients
want the vaccine as soon as
possible because they know they
have weakened immune systems,
caused either by cancer itself or
the effects of treatment.

Now that the vaccine has
become more widely available
and patients with cancer have
received it, Cataldo said he and
other oncologists are recom-
mending their patients receive
the vaccine as soon as possible.

“That’s coming from all of
the leading medical societies,”
he said. “We’ve seen how the
vaccineworks and the legitimacy

of the science behind it. We’re
seeing the same degree of side
effects as we are in patients who
are not affected by cancer andnot
receiving chemotherapy.”

Cataldo noted that other stud-
ies indicate that when patients
with cancer contract COVID-
19, they are twice as likely to
have severe symptoms, with an
increased likelihood of needing
to be put on a ventilator or dying
from the virus.

“That’s yet more evidence to
suggest that patients with malig-
nancy should get the vaccine as
soon as they can legitimately do
so,” he said. “It’s also important
for people within the patient’s
home and those who are close
contacts to get vaccinated. We
need to decrease the likelihood of
transmission, especially within
the home.”

While all patients should
consult with a physician before
getting the vaccine, Cataldo said
it is especially important for
those who have undergone or
will receive a bonemarrow trans-
plant or those undergoing the
most aggressive forms of chemo-
therapy.

Many Louisiana medical facil-
ities continue to receive vaccines
each week and are booking
appointments for eligible indi-
viduals. Healthcare officials are
working to ensure people are
scheduled to receive both doses
of the vaccine.

“The minute you make an
appointment for the first vaccine,
you automatically get an appoint-
ment for the second dose,” said
Dr. Aldo Russo, regional medi-
cal director for Ochsner Baton
Rouge.

Russo said evidencehas shown
the vaccine is effective for the
original COVID-19 virus and
newer strains. Such mutations
are common among all viruses,
he added.

Russo added that he under-
stands the fatigue and frustration
that has set in after nearly a year
of the virus affecting people’s
lives. However, he encour-
aged people to continue with
measures such as social distanc-
ing and mask wearing, even with
vaccines now available, since
not everyone can or will receive
vaccines for severalmonths.

“Every time I see people wear-
ing a mask or social distancing
or getting the vaccine, I imagine
seeing the virus dying because
it doesn’t have a host to prolifer-
ate,” Russo said. “When we wear

a mask and social distance, there
are trillions of coronaviruses that
have been unable to find a new
host, eventually dying.”

Although COVID-19 test-
ing continues throughout the
state, health professionals are
still seeing some disparities. For
example, researchers at Penning-
ton Biomedical Research Center
have seen that fewer Black resi-
dents are getting tested. Possible
reasons for this include a deep-
ly-rooted mistrust of the medical
community, lack of transporta-
tion and childcare, or job sched-
uleswith little timeofffor testing.

To help address this prob-
lem, Pennington Biomedical has
obtained competitive funding
from the National Institutes
of Health to test 2,000 people
who live in underserved Baton
Rouge communities. Penning-
ton Biomedical is working with
Mayor Sharon Weston-Broome’s
HealthyBR initiative to offer free
saliva tests through 16 churches,
schools, community centers
and clinics in the 70805, 70807,
70811, 70812 and 70814 ZIP
codes.

“We think more people may be
willing to undergo tests, and later
get vaccinated, if they can do so
in places that are familiar and
where they feel most comfort-
able,” said Dr. John Kirwan,
executive director of Pennington
Biomedical.

In addition, Kirwan said
Pennington Biomedical has part-
nered with Our Lady of the Lake
RegionalMedical Center to serve
as the Community Vaccination
supersite for Baton Rouge. The
facilities will be able to serve
more than 7,000 people each
week, depending on vaccine
availability.

Kirwan added that the data
from COVID-19 testing and
vaccine distribution in Black
communities will help those in
the healthcare profession better
understand medical disparities
and how to address those in the
future.

“The information we generate
will help guide decisions on how
to best support these communi-
ties with ongoing COVID test-
ing, which will be needed as new
COVID variants emerge,” he
said. “The data will also help find
ways to overcome vaccine hesi-
tancy and to ensure the equitable
distribution of vaccines.”

For more information on the
vaccine, visit brcovidsafe.com.

COVID-19 vaccines are here, which means hope for an end to the global
pandemic. It’s important that everyone feels safe, prepared and ready to
get your vaccine as soon as you can.
Baton Rouge Health District member healthcare institutions are sharing
a few key tips to keep in mind as vaccines roll out:

Stay tuned to brcovidsafe.com for more updates and information. You
can also connect with Baton Rouge Health District on social media. When
you get the COVID-19 vaccine, share a picture on your personal social
channels using the hashtags #COVIDSAFE and #BRHD so we can
see how you are protecting our community.

Vaccines are not being given to walk-in patients. DO NOT show up at a clinic or
pharmacy without checking to make sure you can get a vaccine. Health officials
recommend you make an appointment to
get the COVID-19 vaccine.

Members of individual and employer commercial health insurance plans, Medicare
and/or Medicaid can get a COVID-19 vaccine for $0. If you have questions about
vaccine coverage on your health plan, contact Customer Service at the number
on your member ID card. Uninsured patients can also get the vaccine for $0.

It will take time for the COVID-19 vaccine to be widely available. Until then,
it’s important that everyone take precautions to slow the spread of the novel
coronavirus. Mask up, stay at least six feet away from others and wash your
hands often. If you feel sick, isolate yourself and contact your healthcare provider.

#COVIDSAFE is brought to you by the Baton
Rouge Health District and its members:
Baton Rouge Area Foundation
Baton Rouge General Medical Center
Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Louisiana
Mary Bird Perkins Cancer Center
Ochsner Health
Our Lady of the Lake Regional Medical Center
Pennington Biomedical Research Center
Woman’s Hospital
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Over 10,000 reward
T-shirts have already
been distributed to
healthcare heroes
completing their COVID
vaccinations across
the Health District.

How soon you can get the COVID-19 vaccine depends on
your age and health status/risk. Visit the Louisiana Department of Health
website, ldh.la.gov, to see the latest information. The site details who is
eligible for COVID-19 vaccines and where you can get one.


