COVID-19 VACCINES

People living with kidney disease and recipients of kidney transplants are at
higher risk of severe COVID-19. There is currently no cure for COVID-19, but
vaccination helps to reduce the risk of either becoming infected with the virus or
developing severe disease in the event of infection. This document provides
information for patients living with kidney disease on COVID-19 vaccines.

<)




How do vaccines work?

) The immune system consists of specialised white
blood cells and proteins (called antibodies) which
are frained to recognise and Kkill viruses. Because

the COVID virus has only recently switched to
infecting humans, our immune systems have never
come across this particular virus before and so cannot
recognize it and do not know how to kill it. Vaccination is
an old technique for fraining the immune system to recognize
and attack viruses. This is usually done by exposing the
immune system to small doses of virus which has been
weakened so that it cannot cause disease. You have
probably received such vaccinations in your childhood, or
you may have been vaccinated for the hepatitis virus if you
have been on dialysis.

The COVID vaccines differ from this usual type because they
do not contain any virus. Instead, they contain a protein
called mRNA. mRNA is a temporary messenger that our cells
use to tell themselves how to make other proteins. The mRNA
in the COVID vaccine tells your cells how to temporarily make
a small part of the COVID virus called the “spike protein”.

Once this “spike protein” has been made, the mRNA from the
vaccine is broken down by your cells. The mRNA in the COVID
vaccine cannot permanently enter or alter your DNA, and it
cannot make a whole COVID virus. The small amount of spike
protein which your cells temporarily make after the vaccine
trains your immune system to recognise the COVID virus.

Because the COVID virus uses the spike protein to enter your

cells to cause disease, training your immune system in this way
helps to prevent infection and severe COVID-19.

Which vaccine is better?

Any vaccine is better than no vaccine. However, the Pfizer
vaccine may be better at training the immune system and is

the preferred vaccine for patients living with kidney disease.




Which vaccines are available in South Africa?

O South Africa has two vaccines available:
E 1. The Johnson & Johnson / Jansen viral vector vaccine (J&J)

2. The Pfizer mRNA vaccine
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Both vaccines make use of mMRNA to allow our cells to
temporarily make the spike protein, but they differ in the
technology used to get the mRNA into cells. The J&J vaccine
uses a virus called an adenovirus which has been altered so that it
cannot spread and cause infection. The Pfizer vaccine uses a lipid
nanoparticle (a very small fat droplet) for this purpose.

| am taking immunosuppression medicines. Can |

take the vaccine?
The COVID vaccines do not contain the virus or allow your
cells to make the whole virus. Both vaccines are therefore safe
to use if you are taking immunosuppressants. However,
because these drugs weaken your immune system, you may
need additional doses to train your immune system effectively

against the COVID virus. People receiving immunosuppressants
should consult with their freating specialist as to the timing of the
vaccine and dosing of the immunosuppressant medications.

| have an autoimmune condition. Could the vaccine
make my disease flare up?

Because vaccines stimulate the immune system, it is theoreti-
cally possible for any vaccine to cause autoimmune diseases
to flare. However, since people living with autoimmune
disease are at higher risk of more severe COVID-19, the benefit
of receiving the vaccine outweighs the potential risk of disease
flare. People living with autoimmune disease should consult with
their treating specialist with regards to monitoring for disease flares
after receiving the vaccine.

Medical Advice Disclaimer

The information, including but not limited to, text, graphics, images, and other material contained herein
are for informational purposes only. You are advised to always seek the advice of your physician or other
qualified healthcare provider regarding a medical condition or freatment.




What are the potential side-effects of
vaccination?

All medical tfreatments have potential side-effects. However,
the COVID vaccines have now been given to millions of
people around the world with very few serious side effects
reported. Common mild side effects include:

. Pain at the injection site
. Fever
. Headache

Muscle cramps

These symptoms can be effectively freated with paracetamol
(Panado).

You may be aware that the J&J vaccine programme was
temporarily stopped out of concern that the vaccine caused lung
clots. The total number of patients who developed clots was very low
and it is possible that these episodes were unrelated to the vaccine
(and would have happened anyway in these patients). The fact that
the programme was temporarily stopped is a sign of how carefully
these vaccines have been monitored for safety.

| am a kidney transplant recipient. Could the
vaccine cause rejection?
Because vaccines stimulate the immune system, it is
Lo_o_p theoretically possible for any vaccine to cause rejection.
However, since transplant recipients are at higher risk of
severe COVID-19, the benefit of receiving the vaccine
outweighs the potential risk of rejection. Recipients should consult

with their treating specialist with regards to monitoring for rejection
after receiving the vaccine.
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