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Administration Communication: Julie Huffman 
 
Greetings Everyone, 
 

I feel somewhat discouraged that I am filling your weekly Admin update with more COVID news, 
because I know we all have serious COVID fatigue.  Unfortunately, it continues to be at the forefront of daily 
life, and certainly, our work lives here at DCMH.   
 

There has been a lot of concern about how quickly the COVID vaccine was rolled out to the public, 
which has made some people resistant to getting vaccinated. I recently heard a very interesting podcast related 
to the development of the COVID vaccine and, after hearing this, I realized that the science behind this vaccine 
has been around for six years!  For those of you podcast fans out there, this was on This American Life, 
“Boulder v. Hill,” which aired on December 18, 2020. I am going to summarize some excerpts from the 
podcast, and I hope you find this as interesting as I did. 
 

In 2014, a different coronavirus was making the news. It was called the MERS coronavirus because it 
caused Middle East Respiratory Syndrome. Two scientists Nianshuang Wang and Jason McClellan were 
tasked with creating a vaccine for COVID MERS. One of the things they were trying to figure out back then 
was how to manufacture copies of the tiny spikes that were all over the surface of the MERS coronavirus. This 
would end up being the key to the vaccine we have today. 

 
The spikes are why certain viruses are called “coronaviruses.” We’ve all seen the microscopic images –

the virus has a corona, a wreath of these little spikes sticking out all over it. The spike is the part that sticks to 
your cells when it gets in your body and lets the virus break into your cells and start replicating. The scientists 
knew that if they could make just the spikes without a deadly virus attached to them, maybe they could train the 
human immune system to recognize the virus and fight it. Instead of giving people shots filled with coronavirus 
spikes, you inject people with the genetic code for making the spikes. And once it gets injected into your body, 
it goes into your cells and then your cells start making the spikes-- loads of them, which, on their own, are 
harmless. But your immune system sees these foreign things and learns to fight them, which should protect you 
if the real virus comes along. This is the genius of vaccines. We're not that good at making drugs against 
viruses, but our immune system is really good at fighting them. If you can just show it the right piece of the 
virus, it often figures out how to fight it off. It's like the answer we all have inside us. 

 
But it turned out to be very hard to make the spikes in the lab. They tried so many different things, 

scouring the scientific literature for different ideas, modifying them, and months and months of trial and error. 
The day it finally worked was really exciting! When they vaccinated mice with a shot containing these MERS 
coronavirus spikes, the mice's little immune systems developed antibodies-- lots of them. It looked really 
promising like you might be able to make a really good vaccine against the MERS coronavirus. This was the 
road map for the vaccine we were all going to need when the pandemic started. But the major scientific journals 
were not interested in publishing it. This scientific accomplishment was so unremarkable at the time, that the 
scientists tried to have their findings published in six different scientific journals and were rejected five times.  
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Nianshuang fell into a real depression, as no one seemed to see the value of their work. He saw a 
therapist, who pointed out all he had accomplished and suggested that he might feel proud instead of sad. It 
didn't really help. This was 2017. Back then, most people thought the next pandemic was going to be some new 
form of influenza, not a coronavirus, which, of course, is the argument for funding lots of basic research.  

 
On January 6, 2020, Nianshuang was in Utah snowboarding, and he got a call from the deputy director 

of the Vaccine Research Center at the National Institutes of Health, Barney Graham. Graham had been working 
with him on all MERS coronavirus research, and he was calling about some pneumonia-like illness in Wuhan, 
China. The local health authority was reporting 41 cases. The US CDC was calling on Nianshuang and 
McClellan to quickly make a vaccine candidate.  

 
It's worth pointing out that scientists around the world were running full steam at this in January. This is 

before Wuhan went into lockdown before coronavirus was barely in the news. And life here was totally normal. 
People are going to restaurants and church. Kids are in school. The big thing the scientists had to work out for 
the vaccine was what part of the genetic sequence for the coronavirus they were going to stick in the vaccine to 
make the spikes. A few weeks after receiving the call, they had a vaccine ready for testing. Many are concerned 
that these vaccines came together really quickly, but the reason they came together really quickly is because of 
all this work that went on years before. If COVID-19 had emerged 10 years ago, we'd be nowhere this far along 
to have a vaccine. 

 
            So on the heels of that interesting bit of information; I was excited to see this in a recent newsletter: 
“Colorado Launches New COVID-19 Vaccine Hotline.” The Colorado Department of Public Health and 
Environment has launched a new call center for the public to ask questions specifically about the 
COVID-19 vaccine. Vaccine call center staff are trained to answer COVID-19 vaccine-related questions, 
provide information about vaccine providers across the state, and give general information about COVID-19. 
Fifty operators are available to answer calls and can provide information in multiple languages. Now through 
the end of January, the vaccine call center is open Monday through Friday, 9:00 am - 10:00 pm, Saturday and 
Sunday, 9:00 am - 5:00 pm.  Beginning February 1, hours will extend to 24 hours a day, seven days a week. The 
new toll-free number is 1-877-CO VAX CO (1-877-268-2926). 
  
I hope this triggers some intrigue and that you found it as interesting and as thought provoking as I did. Stay 
safe and well out there, and I hope you all enjoy a fun and restful weekend. 
 

- Julie J. Huffman, CLO 
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