
 
 
 
 

Covid-19 Vaccine Information and FAQ  
(Updated March 31, 2021) 

By Brian Kerley MD 
 
The Niagara North Family Health Team fully supports Covid-19 vaccination with any of the available 
vaccines, and encourages all of our eligible patients to get vaccinated as soon as you are offered a dose of 
any of the vaccines.  They are all safe and very effective at preventing serious illness, hospitalization and 
death.You should take the first vaccine that is offered to you, no matter which brand.  To date, all the 
vaccine administered in Niagara has been Pfizer, but that may change shortly.  Here are some frequently 
asked questions: 
 
1. How many doses of vaccine are given?  Each person gets two doses of Pfizer, Moderna or Astra 

Zeneca.  (The Johnson and Johnson vaccine requires only one dose.  It should be coming to Canada in 
April.)  The interval between the two doses is being adjusted depending on vaccine supply and is 
currently 16 weeks for most people, but there are exceptions. This week (Week of March 29, 2021), it 
has been decided that people who have received a stem cell transplant or an organ transplant, and 
cancer patients who are currently receiving chemotherapy, targeted therapy or immunotherapy should 
have their second dose after the interval originally recommended by the vaccine manufacturer (21 
days for Pfizer and 28 days for Moderna), and not have to wait 16 weeks 

2. Why is the Niagara North Family Health Team strongly recommending that all our patients be 
vaccinated?  We have carefully reviewed all the risks and benefits of Covid vaccination with each of 
the three brands of vaccine currently available in Canada, and we strongly believe that each one is 
totally safe and highly effective at preventing Covid-19.  The Pfizer and Moderna vaccines are rated 
at about 95% effective in preventing Covid-19 infection.  The Astra Zeneca vaccine is said to be 
somewhat less effective in preventing a person from acquiring the illness, but it is very effective in 
preventing serious illness, hospitalization and death. 

3. Do the vaccines alter a person’s DNA?  Is this a type of gene therapy?  Absolutely not.  This is 
totally impossible.  The Pfizer and Moderna vaccines use messenger-RNA technology.  Messenger 
RNA does not enter the nucleus of the cell (which is where the DNA is).  The Astra Zeneca vaccine 
uses a slightly different method, but is still totally safe and cannot alter the host DNA. 

4. Can a person get Covid-19 from the vaccines?  No they cannot.  The vaccines do not contain any 
live virus. 

5. Do the vaccines have side effects?  Yes they do.  Like any vaccines, they commonly cause a sore 
arm where the injection took place.  About 10% of people will get some combination of redness and 
swelling at the injection site, tiredness, headache, fever, muscle pains, chills and joint pain.  In the 
majority of cases, these symptoms subside within a few days, if they last longer please contact your 
provider or go to ER to get checked. These side effects are more frequent and more severe after the 
second dose of the Pfizer and Moderna vaccines, and after the first dose of the Astra Zeneca.   

6. What about more serious reactions? There have been rare reports of anaphylactic (severe allergic) 
reactions and Bell’s palsy after the Pfizer and Moderna vaccines.  Anaphylaxis seems to be more 
likely in individuals who carry an Epipen for some other severe allergy or have had anaphylactic 
reactions in the past.  If you fall into this group, you can still get the vaccine but you may be 



monitored for a longer period of time after receiving your shot.  The rate of Bell’s palsy following 
vaccination is about the same or less than in the general population, so that is less of a worry.  
Recently there has been talk of blood clots after the Astra Zeneca Vaccine.  Apparently, this has 
happened to 37 people out of 17 million shots, so at that rate, we might expect about 80 blood clots in 
a country the size of Canada.  However, blood clots occur all the time in unvaccinated people at a rate 
of 800 cases per million people or about 30,000 cases a year in a country the size of Canada, so you 
can see that the rate of blood clots after Covid-19 vaccine is actually LOWER than would be 
normally expected by chance alone. 

7. What about blood clots? Recently there have been reports of an unusual type of blood clots, 
particularly in the brain, associated with a low platelet count, occurring 4-20 days after the Astra 
Zeneca Vaccine. This syndrome now has a name: VIPIT. Originally it was thought to occur in about 1 
in a million shots, but more recent estimates have put the risk closer to 10 cases per million shots, 
which would be about 350 cases in a country the size of Canada, if every citizen got an Astra Zeneca 
vaccine. VIPIT seems to occur mainly in women under the age of 55. Because of this, Canada’s 
National Advisory Committee on Immunization (NACI) has recommended that, for now, we stop 
giving the Astra Zeneca vaccine to anyone under age 55. This is a very cautious approach, because 
VIPIT is extremely rare. It is worth noting that blood clots occur all the time in unvaccinated people 
at a rate of 800 cases per million people or about 30,000 cases a year in a country the size of Canada, 
so you can see that the rate of blood clots after Covid19 vaccine is actually LOWER than would be 
normally expected by chance alone, although in fairness, the A-Z vaccine associated clots are a 
different type of clot with a very different mechanism. For now, Ontario has chosen to follow the 
NACI recommendations. 

8. Who should not get the vaccine?  If you have had a serious allergic reaction to any other vaccine, 
drug or food, you should speak to your health care provider before getting the Covid vaccine and let 
the vaccinator know.  It is still safe to get it, but you may need to wait longer than the usual 15 
minutes afterward to make sure you are safe. 

You should NOT get the vaccine if you: 
a. Are under 16 years old 
b. Are already ill with symptoms of Covid-19 
c. Have had a different vaccine (like flu, tetanus, shingles, or any other vaccine) within the 

last 14 days 
d. Allergic to any of the components of the vaccine, which are: 

i. ALC-0315 = (4-hydroxybutyl)azanediyl)bis(hexane-6,1-diyl)bis(2- 
hexyldecanoate),  

ii. ALC-0159 = 2-[(polyethylene glycol)-2000]-N,N-ditetradecylacetamide,  
iii. 1,2-distearoyl-sn-glycero-3-phosphocholine,  
iv. cholesterol,  
v. dibasic sodium phosphate dihydrate,  

vi. monobasic potassium phosphate,  
vii. potassium chloride,  

viii. sodium chloride,  
ix. sucrose,  
x. water for injection  

xi. polyethylene glycol 
 

9. Can we stop wearing masks and social distancing after we are all vaccinated?  No, not yet.  We 
need to wait for public health guidance before changing or relaxing our pandemic protocols.  But 
getting vaccinated is the first step. 



10. Can I receive the vaccine if I am pregnant or breastfeeding?  What about if I am immune-
suppressed?:  Yes, to all three.  COVID-19 vaccine is now AVAILABLE to women who are 
pregnant or breastfeeding, or to people who are immune suppressed because of illness or medication.  
These groups were previously excluded because they were not part of the vaccine trials, however it is 
now felt that they SHOULD be immunized after they consult their health care provider.  Some 
women did become pregnant during their participation in the vaccine trials, and they are doing fine. 

11. Can I/Should I get the vaccine if I have already had Covid-19?  Yes you can, and yes you should.  
It is not clear how long immunity to Covid-19 lasts but it is probably only about 90 days, and there 
have been reports of people getting Covid twice, so vaccination is recommended even if you have had 
the disease.  You should get the vaccine after you are feeling better and have had no more symptoms 
for 14 days, and before 90 days is up, if you are offered it. 

12. How long does immunity from the vaccination last?  We don’t know for sure yet, but it is designed 
to be just two shots initially for the Pfizer, Moderna and Astra Zeneca vaccines, and just one for 
Johnson and Johnson.  Whether further boosters are needed to cover new variants, and at what 
interval is yet to be determined. 

13. If I have received the vaccination, will I still need to have a COVID test before traveling or on 
my return to Canada?  Will I still need to isolate?  At present the answer is yes.  Public Health 
Canada will have to decide when those recommendations change. 

14. Will the Niagara North Family Health Team be administering the vaccines?  Where will this be 
done?  At present, we cannot administer the vaccine ourselves.  The Pfizer and Moderna vaccines 
require storage at -80C and we are unable to provide storage at that low temperature.   We will be 
able to administer the Astra Zeneca and Johnson & Johnson vaccines when these become available to 
us in Niagara. Individual clinics within the Niagara North Family Health Team are exploring the best 
ways to deliver the vaccines to patients once they become available.  Check out our website and your 
email messages for updates.   

15. How will I be notified when it is my turn to be vaccinated?  Your best bet is to watch the news 
media for announcements about which groups are currently eligible to book a vaccination.  The 
Niagara North Family Health Team is also monitoring this, and sending out frequent email blasts 
about the vaccine booking process.  You can also check our website at http://www.niagaranorthfht.ca 

16. I am the primary caregiver for my 70+ year old relative.  Am I eligible for vaccination?  At 
present, no, unless your relative is in a long-term care facility.  The only criteria for vaccination at 
present is your age. 

17. I have underlying medical conditions but I am under 70 years old.  Am I eligible for 
vaccination?  At present, no.  The only criteria for vaccination at present is your age.  We now know 
that the next phase of vaccine rollout will target younger people with underlying medical conditions, 
but we do not yet know how that will be organized or when.  The link to the provincial roll out plan 
can be found here. 

18.  When I am eligible for vaccination, how will I book it? If your age category is now being 
vaccinated on the provincial rollout, you will book online at the Ontario Vaccine booking web portal:  
https://covid-19.ontario.ca/book-vaccine/  You must have a green health card to book on this portal.  
If you have an old red and white health card, you must book by phone at 1-833-943-3900.  If the 
Niagara North Family Health Team is able to obtain some Astra Zeneca or Johnson & Johnson 
vaccine, WE will notify YOU through our website, email or other forms of communication to book 
you at our clinic if you are eligible. 
***This information is rapidly evolving and we will do our best to keep on top of any incoming 

news and update this site*** 


