
 
March 1, 2021

 

 
Norris Cochran 
Acting Secretary 
Department of Health and Human Services 

200 Independence Avenue SW 
Washington, DC 20201 

Rochelle P. Walensky, MD, MPH 
Director 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

1600 Clifton Road 
Atlanta, GA 30329

 
 

Dear Acting Secretary Cochran and Director Walensky: 
 
We write to urge you to make sure that our vaccine distribution plan reflects the needs of rural 
communities in Iowa and across America. Vaccinating Americans for COVID-19 is one of the 

largest public health initiatives this country has ever undertaken, and we cannot afford to leave 
our rural communities behind.  
 
To end the devastation caused by this pandemic, vaccines must be available to all Americans. 

We recognize the logistical difficulties in ensuring safe vaccine distribution in rural areas – like 
increased transportation needs, lack of cold storage, and limited health professionals. That is why 
we urge you to prioritize distributing the single-shot, refrigerator-stable COVID-19 vaccine 
developed by Johnson & Johnson, which received an emergency use authorization (EUA) on 

February 27th, 2021,1 to patients in rural and hard-to-reach areas. 
 
As Members of Congress representing a state with many rural residents, we understand the 
specific challenges our rural communities face in looking to vaccinate residents efficiently and 

equitably. Over 35% of Iowans – 1.12 million people – live in rural areas,2 and these areas have 
a higher concentration of residents at risk of  severe illness or death from COVID-19. The 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has stated that older adults and those living 
with underlying health conditions face the highest risks from COVID-19. Nationwide, 15.9% of 

rural Americans live in highly vulnerable counties based on the old adult population scale, and 
23.7% live in highly vulnerable counties based on underlying health concerns. These rates are 
4.0% and 3.0% respectively for urban Americans.3   
 

Gaps in health care access and availability also pose issues for rural Americans. Rural residents 
are more likely to lack health insurance,4 but even those with insurance struggle with 
accessibility. Approximately 25% of rural residents report a recent experience where they needed 
care but were unable access it; of those who had trouble accessing care, 23% reported that health 

 
1 https://www.fda.gov/news-events/press-announcements/fda-issues-emergency-use-authorization-third-covid-19-

vaccine  
2 https://www.iowadatacenter.org/quickfacts  
3 https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/100089/eib-221.pdf?v=3227.1  
4 https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2019/04/health-insurance-rural-america.html  
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care locations were too far away or too hard to get to.5 69 of Iowa’s 99 counties have no 
intensive care unit (ICU) beds,6 making it more difficult to respond to cases of severe illness due 
to COVID-19. Furthermore, health care workforce shortages and facility closures are a persistent 

challenge in rural America.7  
 
Our vaccine distribution plan should reflect the realities of delivering care in rural areas – such as 
longer travel times, fewer health care facilities and workers, and higher vaccine hesitancy. 

COVID-19 vaccines developed by Pfizer-BioNTech and Moderna are highly effective at 
protecting against COVID-19 – with Pfizer-BioNTech’s vaccine being 95.0% effective8 and 
Moderna’s vaccine being 94.1% effective9 against symptomatic COVID-19. However, both 
vaccines present challenges for rural health systems. The Pfizer vaccine must be stored in a dry 

ice thermal container or ultra-low-temperature freezer10 to prolong shelf life and is administered 
in two doses separated by 21 days; the Moderna vaccine must be stored in a freezer to prolong 
shelf life11 and is administered in two doses separated by 28 days. 
 

By contrast, the Johnson & Johnson COVID-19 vaccine can be stored for up to three months at 
refrigerator temperatures, is administered in a single shot, and protects against COVID-19. 
According to results from Johnson and & Johnson’s Phase 3 ENSEMBLE trial, their vaccine was  
66% effective at preventing moderate disease and 85% effective at preventing severe disease.12  

 
Critically, despite differing efficacy rates at preventing moderate and severe illness, all three 
approved vaccines meet the benchmark of preventing close to 100% of hospitalizations and 
deaths. As Dr. Ashish Jha of the Brown University School of Public Health laid out, “What you 

care about is hospitalizations and deaths. And Johnson & Johnson appears to be just as good as 
Moderna and Pfizer at preventing those.”13 Americans should feel confident that the three 
vaccines approved for COVID-19 are effective, safe, and products of thorough review. 
 

Prioritizing distribution of the Johnson & Johnson vaccine to rural areas would : reduce the 
burden on rural health care providers and county health officials; simplify the distribution and 
administration process; and, ensure equitable vaccine access for rural Americans.  For rural 
residents in the most at-risk categories, simply getting to a vaccine appointment can prove 

difficult. A single-shot vaccine eliminates the need for multiple appointments and can ease 
logistical headaches for rural residents. Critically, we urge you to ensure the Johnson & Johnson 
vaccine supplements distribution to states instead of supplanting doses of the Moderna and 
Pfizer-BioNTech vaccines currently being distributed. 

 
5 https://media.npr.org/documents/2019/may/NPR-RWJF-HARVARD_Rural_Poll_Part_2.pdf  
6 https://khn.org/news/as-coronavirus-spreads-widely-millions-of-older-americans-live-in-counties-with-no-icu-
beds/  
7 https://www.ruralhealthweb.org/getattachment/Advocate/Policy-

Documents/HealthCareWorkforceDistributionandShortageJanuary2012.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US  
8 https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/acip/recs/grade/covid-19-pfizer-biontech-vaccine.html  
9 https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/acip/recs/grade/covid-19-moderna-vaccine.html  
10 https://www.pfizer.com/news/hot-topics/covid_19_vaccine_u_s_distribution_fact_sheet  
11 https://www.modernatx.com/covid19vaccine-eua/providers/storage-handling  
12 https://www.jnj.com/johnson-johnson-announces-single-shot-janssen-covid-19-vaccine-candidate-met-primary-
endpoints-in-interim-analysis-of-its-phase-3-ensemble-trial  
13 https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2021/02/22/970235986/why-the-johnson-johnson-vaccine-

has-gotten-a-bad-rap-and-why-thats-not-fair  
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Iowa’s public health systems, community health centers, rural hospitals and health clinics, 
independent pharmacies, and health care workers are committed to advancing the well-being of 

rural communities in Iowa. 
 
We stand ready to provide necessary congressional support and work collaboratively to address 
and solve these challenges. We thank you for your commitment to the health and safety of the 

American people, and we appreciate your attention to this critical matter.  
 
Sincerely,
 

 
 
 
Cindy Axne 

Member of Congress

 

 
 
 
Ashley Hinson  

Member of Congress
 
 
 

 
Mariannette Miller-Meeks 
Member of Congress

 
 
 

 
Randy Feenstra 
Member of Congress 


