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That's President Joe Biden's goal for the Fourth of July, an
opportunity to celebrate both America’s freedom and — ina
parallel — freedom from the pandemic that upended nearly every
aspect of American life.

Persistent vaccine hesitancy, however, is putting that goal out of
reach.

As of June 15, 43.0% of the country was fully vaccinated and
52.6% had received at least one dose, according to the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention.

In Pucblo County, 51.6% of people have at least one dose of the
vaccine as of June 15, according to the Pueblo Department of
Public Health and Environment

"Everybedy has their own story about why they haven't gotten the
vaceine,” said PDPHE Director Randy Evetts,

Evetts said that the department has realistic expectations about
vaceine adoption in the county. He said that based on historical
data, 10-15% of the county will never get vaccinated and 50% are
early, enthusiastic adopters.

That means it's all about reaching that middle 35-40% who could
theoretically be swayed either way.

"Crur job is to figure out how to reach them and try to increase the
vaceine uptake through education ... and just try to share with
them good information and good data so that they can make an
informed choice,” Evetts said.

'T feed like we're being led like sheep'

Talk to someone who is vaccine hesitant, and it's likely they will
explain that they want to wait and see how the vaccine affects
people in the long term.

"It's mot the peint of convincing me, I would love to get the vaccine
and be partaking in the community. But I feel like we're being led
like sheep,” said Brenna Carder, 28, "I'm not saying they're
micrachipping us or all that craziness,

“I just want to see trial and error.”

Carder and her 10-vear-old daughter are plant-based, and she said
she is overly conscious about everything she puts into her body.

"Alot of people have adverse reactions to every option that's
available rght mow,”™ she said. "I"'m just waiting to see something
more reliable.”

For Kayla Kerwin, 23, her hesitaney comes from being nine
maonths pregnant. She was diagnosed with gestational
hypertension and feels that any medication during her pregnancy
is a "gamble.”

"I have heard it can cavse complications,” she wrote over
Facebook abowt the vaccine, citing a fear of blood clots or a
miscarriage. "I also have blood pressure issues with this pregnaney

sov [ believe it would be ideal to wait.”

The CDC recently found that pregnant women are getting
vaceinabted at lower rates than the general population, especially
pregnant Black and Hispanie women. While pregnant women
were nol included in clinical vaccine trals, there is a growing
amount of data that sugeest the vaccine is safe and effective for

them.

The American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists
recommend vaccine access for pregnant women, but emphasize

autonomy in cholee.

The most common symptoms from the COVID-19 vaceine are
fatigue, nausea, arm pain and headaches. Some people develop
flu-like symptoms, which experts say is a sign that the body is
bauilding protection against the virus,

There have been extremely rare instances of more severe side
effects, such as the six cases of blood clotting after the Johnson &
Johnson single-dose vaccine, That vaccine was paused for review
but resumed its administration nationwide after medical and
scientific teams at the CDC and Food and Drug Administration
reviewed the safety of the shot.

Shane Likes, 36, was initially worried about getting the vaccine
because of the reported symptoms he saw on social media,
especially after the second dose, He decided to get it anvway, Asa
restaurant server, he said he felt responsible for keeping himself
and his customers safe.



"I was really hesitant with the side effects they were talking about,
like getting sick,” he said. "I work paycheck-to-paycheck. You miss
one night of work, vou're not just missing 10 hours of work, vou're
losing $200 in tips. [ was worried about getting sick and getting
taken out for a week.”

Emplovers are required to give time off for vaccinations in
Colorado.

Likes didnt end up experiencing any side effects besides a sore
arm for a day.

YVaccine hesitancy among the Hispanic and Latino population

Evetts said he has noticed increased vaccine hesitancy among
Pueblo's Hispanic population. That's apparent in numbers from
the FEMA vaccination elinic at the Colorado State Fairgrounds,
which closed on June 14,

He said that 48% of the doses given out at the site were to white
people and 31% were to Hispanic people. That doesn't line up with
county demographics; Pueblo County is 43% Hispanic or Lating,
according to census data.

*There could be historie or cultural reasons for that,” Evetts said.

Both Evetts and Solano, the SCHRA director, said it's important to
consider the historical context of how certain racial demographics
have been treated when it comes to health care.

The FEMA site, for example, was staffed by Mational Guard
soldiers.

"We don't realize what a huge barrier and somewhat of a trauma
that can be for people of color, undocumented, migrant people,”
Solano said. "Even if they're not doing anything wrong, they're not
going to cross that line. We have to be sensitive to those things and

offer alternatives.™

Her mission for the past four months has been to offer those
alternatives, hence the library partnership. SCHRA secks to hold
vaccine clinies in a community setting, where people are
comfortable azking questions and trust the answer, [1's alzo an
effort to meet people where they already are, taking out the
necessity of planning a time to go to a mass vaceination site that
might not be in their neighborhood.

"It's the people that are under-educated, have mobility issues, or
just don't even know where that access point is,” said Nick Potter,
Pueblo Citv-County Library’s director of community relations.

Whereas there are people who are vaccine hesitant because they
are unsure of the science, there are also those who simply may not
be vaceinated vet because of lack of transportation, abnormal work

hours or where they live in Pueblo,

"The barriers to getting a vaceine are much greater — particulary
for communities of color — are much greater than the personal
hesitancy. That hesitancy comes out of the multitudes of barriers
that exist,” said Theresa Trujillo, the director of commumnity
organizing for the Center for Health Progress.,

Trujillo has overseen a group of volunteers since February that
work on registering people to get vaceinating and then providing
transportation, translation and whatever other support their
registrants need when they actually go to the clinic. Those so-
called caracols, or health promoters from the community who are
trained in equity, reach unvaccinated people at Mexican
supermarkets, in line for the community peol and in the felds
where seasonal migrant workers are laboring,

"We engage folks where they already congregate,” Trugillo sasd.

It falls in line with an idea of meeting people where they are,
Holding clinics in libraries, for example, is a chance to invite those
populations into a "space that is open and free and accessible to

everybody,” Potter said.

He said that he saw people come to those clinics because a library

branch was closer than any other free vaceine clinie.

That included one couple who rode their motorized wheelchairs to
the Lucers branch.

"They told us that if it wasn't for that location, they would not have
had aceess,” Solano said, "They don’t drive, they're in the Eastside,
and there’s already transportation issues in that part of town. That
was a huge victory. Even if we don't have the numbers, it's those
instances that make it completely worth ™



Young people in Pueblo prove difficult to reach

Pueblo leaders are continuing to mount eoncentrated efforts to
reach vaccine hesitant populations, including specifically targeting
YOoung people,

Just 22.2% of people in Pueblo County between the ages of 21 and
25 are fully vaceinated. That number is 27.7% of 26 to 30 vear-olds
and 35.3% of 31 to 35 vear-olds,

Evetts said that one reason voung people don’t feel compelled to
get vaceinabed is because they saw COVID=19 affeet mostly older
people with health complications.

"I think some people perceive that perhaps this was
disproportionately impacting those who were elderdy and that
because they're vounger, they're not at risk,” he said. "Theres a ot
of misinformation floating around.”

While there were more deaths for older people in Pueble County,
people between 20 and 29 vears old actually accounted for the
highest number of positive cases with 3,584 cumulative positive
cases since March 2020, according to data from PDPHE.

PDPHE recently released a series of videos featuring voung
Puebloans explaining why they chose to get the vaecine in an effort
to reach teenagers and young adults, in partnership with the city
and county government, The videos are short, sharable and
feature high schoolers, college students and even one with plavers
from the Pueblo Bulls, Three of them were produced by the
Mavor's Youth Council.

"Younger people tend to wtilize their phones differently, They tend
to seek videos with that kind of information. So it was really an

attempt to get them information where they seek it, to make it
available and usable and relatable to their stage in life,” Evetts
said.

Yaccinations in Pueblo County moving forward

The county opened a state-run vaccination site at the Pueblo Mall
on June 17. It will be open from 10 a.m. to 5 pom. on Thursdays,
Fridays, and Saturdays; which were the busiest times at the FEMA
site,

People will still be able to drive up without an appointment.

Additionally, Evetts said the department hopes to use the state’s
maobile vaccination bus more often and do ontreach clinics in
settings like local businesses, churches and workplaces.

"Having friendly faces right at the entrance to greet people is often
really helpful in calming people's fears,” Trujillo said. That
includes Spanish speakers and people of color.

Those outreach clinics can be a slower strategy but are often
extremely effective.

"It makes it comvenient for people,” Evetts said. Tt takes it to
where they are, It breaks down any of those barriers for
transportation.”

Experts agree that part of combatting vaccine hesitancy is
recruiting the help of community leaders to educate people about
the effectiveness and safety of the shot. Sometimes it is better for
people to hear that information from someone they know versus a
public official, who Trujillo said often don't feel relevant to their
lives,

“It’s helpful hearing it from a trusted individual. Sometimes that's
their elergy or it is their teacher or it is their grandmother,” Evetts
said.

As for Solano, her strategy is to educate and have vaccines

available if and when a hesitant person decides they're ready, even
if that means physically knocking and doors and doing grassroots
canvassing. SCHRA plans to have multiple phases of vaccine
outreach this summer, especially in preparation for a new school
Y,

"We're planting seeds. We may not have had this huge turnout in
this go around, but we have three rounds of this through the
summer,”

At the end of the day, Solano said, getting vaccinated is a choice.
She views it as her job to get information out there and make the
process as easy as possible when people do decide,



"We're going to be here when that time comes."

Visit county.pueblo.org/public-health to find a COVID-19 vaccine

provider near you.

Chieftain reporter Sara Wilson can be reached via email at
SWilson@gannett.com or on Twitter @WilsonSaraJane,





