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COVID-19 Vaccine Distribution: From the National Government to St. Paul Communities
Distribution to States

The distribution of COVID-19 vaccines across the country has required intense
coordination, with the process from producing to administering doses of the vaccine involving
multiple steps and pathways. Every week the CDC allocates doses of each vaccine to
jurisdictions, which include states, tribal nations, and U.S. territories." 48 hours after allocation,
jurisdictions order vaccines based on how many they will be able to administer.” After receiving
the order, the federal government ships the vaccines. Minnesota has vaccines shipped to regional
hubs like local public health agencies and large hospitals which then administer them or
distribute them further to smaller hospitals and clinics in their area.’ Finally, the vaccines are
administered to the public based on state eligibility guidelines.

There are a few exceptions where states are not in charge of local allocation. In early
February, 2021, the Federal Retail Pharmacy Program was launched to distribute vaccines
directly to large retail pharmacies like Walgreens and CVS.* While jurisdictions get input into
which pharmacies are involved, the goal of the program is to increase vaccine accessibility while
decreasing the logistical burdens on state and local officials.’ Therefore, the national government
takes on more of the coordination, and the doses are in addition to each jurisdiction’s weekly

allotment. Another instance of vaccines being distributed directly from the national government

is through FEMA mass vaccination sites. One such site was established at the Minnesota State
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Fairgrounds, and while the state helped determine its location the doses administered don’t count
against Minnesota’s weekly allotment.°
The various pathways through which vaccines are distributed from the national level to

individuals in Minnesota are summarized in Figure 1 below.
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Figure 1. COVID-19 Vaccine Distribution Pathways for Minnesota

Local Distribution in Minnesota
Once they’ve received doses from the national government, much of the
inner-jurisdiction distribution is left up to local authorities. The CDC regularly updates eligibility

recommendations, but states choose who gets the vaccine.” Minnesota followed many of the
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CDC'’s recommendations, prioritizing health care personnel and vulnerable populations while
supply was limited.® Throughout early 2021, different groups gained eligibility until March 30th
when the state opened up vaccines to all residents over 16 years old.’

Minnesota’s regional health care coalitions are at the center of its vaccine rollout. The
state is divided into eight independent coalitions consisting of health care providers and public
health officials.'® St. Paul falls within the Metro Health and Medical Preparedness Coalition
which is made up of county and city agencies from the Twin Cities area.'' However, the city of
St. Paul does not have a representative organization in the coalition because, after merging with
Ramsey County Public Health in 1997, it doesn’t have an independent municipal health
department.'? The eight regional coalitions work with providers to determine vaccine need and
distribution capabilities and then advocate for supply from the state before it confirms its weekly
orders with the CDC." By allowing for input from a variety of levels, agencies, and providers,
this network of coalitions helps identify and fill any gaps in distribution.

In addition to relying on private vaccine providers, there have been a few important
collaborations between Minnesota’s public and private sectors. Minnesota is one of several states
participating in the Vaccine Community Connectors pilot initiative which partners health insurers
with state and local officials to help people schedule vaccine appointments.'* Starting in

February, Minnesotans could sign up for vaccine availability and eligibility information online or
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over the phone."”” By combining the analytic expertise and logistical support of health insurance
plans with public health leadership, the Vaccine Community Connector program intended to
decrease confusion and increase vaccination rates.'®

In Minnesota, another important instance of cooperation between private and public
groups has focused on tracking vaccinations by race and ethnicity. In early March of 2021, the
governor announced a first of its kind partnership between the state and the Minnesota Electronic
Health Record (EHR) system.'” The EHR consortium consists of 11 of the largest health systems
in Minnesota, which all have vast patient records.'® By combining the state’s immunization data
with EHR demographic data this partnership has helped public health officials track and address
vaccine inequities, especially in minority communities.'” Aggregate information on vaccination
rates by race and ethnicity is then published on the state’s public vaccine data dashboard,
providing an important level of accountability.
St. Paul Minority Outreach

The EHR consortium data quickly revealed that minority groups weren’t receiving the
vaccine as fast as white people, which was especially concerning given that people of color have

higher COVID mortality risks.?’ There are a variety of factors that contribute to these disparities
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in vaccination. As early as August, 2020, Minnesota public health officials were drawing
attention to fear and mistrust of government among migrant and minority communities and the
challenges it poses for equitable vaccine distribution.?! Even when minority groups are interested
in getting vaccinated, there are other barriers that make it challenging. For instance, the vaccine
connector has been difficult for some immigrants to use due to language and technology barriers,
and people helping Latino immigrants sign up have noted that the optional demographic
questions it asks have been off putting, especially for those who already don’t trust the
government.”> Once the state opened eligibility to all adults, it became more difficult to find
vaccine appointments and many people began sharing tips and information through social
media.”> However, it can be harder for minority or immigrant communities to find these pages
and explanations or to have the time to refresh websites and make calls until they find an
opening.

At approximately 50% white, St. Paul is significantly more diverse than greater
Minnesota, putting it at the center of vaccine equity discussions.?* Public health officials’ plans
for reaching minority and immigrant communities in St. Paul have focused on collaborations
with community organizations. In early March, 2021, the Minnesota Department of Health began
a pilot initiative to supply vaccines to small pharmacies.” The state and Ramsey County Public

Health agreed to send doses to Phalen Family Pharmacy in St. Paul’s Hmong Village Shopping
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Center.?® With many elders not fluent in English, public health experts and doctors familiar with
the Hmong community argued that large retail pharmacies and health care centers wouldn’t be
able to reach people effectively.”” Phalen Pharmacy, on the other hand, is smaller and in a
familiar location for many Hmong and South Asian people, making it a more appealing and
comfortable place for them to get vaccinated. After Phalen Pharmacy received vaccines, various
groups stepped in to spread information and provide volunteers, including the Hmong Medical
Association, Hmong churches, and other community leaders.?® While typically the pharmacy
only had the personnel to administer 10 doses daily,” these partnerships have helped develop
vaccination events that were able to administer 200 vaccines in one day.*” As of April 18th, 2021,
Phalen Pharmacy had received 1,897 vaccine doses, 100% of which were administered within
seven days of receipt.’! For reference, 40,016 doses were administered across Ramsey County
the week of April 11th.*? So, while Phalen Pharmacy has been able to increase the doses it
administers and administer all of the doses it receives, as a smaller pharmacy this number is still
a very small portion of county totals.

Other targeted vaccine efforts were established to reach St. Paul and Minneosta’s Muslim
community. Imam’s from St. Paul and across the state joined members of the Somali Medical
Association of America to televise themselves getting vaccinated at the end of March.** With

some vaccine hesitancy in the Somali and Muslim communities, they hoped this event would
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raise awareness and encourage others to get vaccinated.* Public health officials especially
wanted to reach Muslims before Ramadan so that people wouldn’t be dealing with side effects
while fasting and to protect the community as they gathered to pray.** To accomplish this,
Ramsey County Public Health established vaccine drives at two mosques in St. Paul that offered
a combined 800 doses on April 9th, 2021.*° Those 800 doses were close to 20% of the 4,256
doses administered or distributed by Ramsey County that week,*” although between all providers
about 46,000 doses were administered in Ramsey County.*® While the health department is
administering a relatively small proportion of the total doses given in the county, these numbers
show their focus on targeted, equitable outreach.

Ramsey County Public Health also utilized mobile vaccine clinics to reach minority
communities. Minnesota Immunization Networking Initiative (MINI) clinics were originally
established to distribute flu shots, but Ramsey County partnered with health care providers to use
them for the COVID vaccine.* The mobile clinics have been set up at locations including St.
Paul’s Mexican Consulate, public housing units, and churches.*” M Health Fairview, one of the
healthcare partners providing staffing and supplies, estimated that each MINI clinic pop-up event
could provide up to 400 doses.*! Near the end of April, the state created more mobile units by

retrofitting six old city buses that can each provide 150 vaccines daily.* Both the MINI clinics
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and buses bring the vaccines into specific community locations, helping meet people where they
are and offering an easy way to get vaccinated. This kind of targeted outreach has been key to
ensuring the success of a wide range of public health efforts, and will ideally help reduce vaccine
disparities.*

While some of these equity efforts are newer than others and it can be hard to track the
impact of each one individually, there are some indicators of where St. Paul and Minnesota’s
vaccine disparities are currently at. Figure 2 shows how the percent of people ages 15 or older
vaccinated in Minnesota by race has changed over time. As of April 24th, 2021, the most recent
data in Figure 2, the percent of white Minnesotans who had received one vaccine was still the
highest of all racial and ethnic groups.*
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Figure 2. Percent 15+ Year Olds with at Least One COVID Vaccine by Race over Time in Minnesota®
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Between April 3rd, just after all adults became eligible, and April 24th, the differences between
the percent of white people with one vaccine and Asian/Pacific Islander people with one vaccine
and between white and hispanic people had narrowed, but the gap between white people and
Black/African Americans had widened.*®

Figure 3 shows the vaccines administered by Ramsey County Public Health by race and
ethnicity compared to population demographics as of April 24th, 2021.
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Figure 3. Vaccinations Administered by Ramsey County by Race and Ethnicity Compared to Population*’

As these graphs show, the percent of vaccines going to minority populations still lagged
compared to their proportion of the county population, but the difference was larger for
Black/African Americans and Hispanics than it was for Asian/Pacific Islanders.* This data does
not represent total vaccinations in Ramsey County however, and given that the county public

health department is more focused on targeted vaccine events than other distributors like
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pharmacies, it’s possible the disparities in Ramsey County are greater than they appear in Figure
3. However, compared to other counties in the country with similar social vulnerability (a CDC
measurement based on factors including socioeconomic status, transportation, and race), Ramsey
County had above average total vaccination rates with about 31% of residents vaccinated as of
April 27th, 2021.%
Takeaways

The effort to produce, approve, and distribute the COVID vaccine has taken many
players. While the national government has had much of the control over approval and initial
distribution of the vaccines to jurisdictions, the jurisdictions themselves determine most of the
logistics within their boundaries. Minnesota has relied on both regional public health officials
and the private sector to coordinate vaccine distribution and tracking. With much of the state’s
immigrant and minority populations in St. Paul, the city has worked towards vaccine equity
through innovative partnerships with community organizations, religious leaders, and providers.
Recent numbers show that while Ramsey County may be ahead of vaccinations compared to
similar counties across the country, disparities are still prevalent at the county and state level.
Going forward, it will be important for officials to use their partnerships to continue to track
inequities and determine which equity outreach programs are succeeding and where there is

room for improvement.
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