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Can cer should not stop some one from re ceiv ing the COVID-19 vac cine, said Dr. Anna Lisa T.
Ong-Lim. Ong-Lim, an in fec tious and trop i cal dis ease ex pert and pro fes sor at the Univer sity
of the Philip pines Manila Col lege of Medicine-Philip pine Gen eral Hos pi tal, was speaking at
the May 29 on line fo rum, “Bakuna at Breast Can cer: Ev ery thing You Need to Know,” that
streamed live on the ICanServe Face book page. ICanServe Foun da tion is a non pro�t that ad -
vo cates for the early de tec tion of breast can cer.

“The vac cine is very new, and I guess that gives peo ple a lit tle bit of hes i ta tion—no record of
safety and e�  cacy in there,” Ong-Lim con tin ued.
“We need to bal ance wait ing forever for all of this data to come in ver sus us ing what we have
right now, which is very ac cept able to ad dress the pan demic. In terms of risk-ben e �t as -
sess ment, it em pha sizes that we can ben e �t from this vac cine now, even as we con tinue to
mon i tor the out comes of the tri als.”
Three tech nolo gies
For COVID-19 vac cine, there are cur rently three tech nolo gies avail able in the Philip pines:
whole virus plat form, mRNA and vi ral vec tor.
Ong-Lim ex plained that the whole virus plat form like Si no vac is also used for measles or
many �u and hep ati tis vac cines. “You just get the whole virus, you kill it, you put it in a vac -
cine, you in ject it, and the body re acts to it and pro duces the sol diers.”
The mRNA (P�zer and Moderna), in stead of us ing bits of the virus or us ing the virus it self,
uses the virus’ ge netic ma te rial, she said. “The in struc tion man ual, so to speak, and that
�nds its way into the vac cine and is in jected into the body. The body’s ma chin ery pro duces
the part of the virus that’s the tar get, as well as the an ti body.”

Which vac cine is best, what are the risks, and other nag ging ques tions an -
swered
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The vi ral vec tor, as used by As traZeneca, Sput nik V and John son & John son, uses a mod i �ed,
harm less ver sion of a di� er ent virus as a vec tor, or car rier, to de liver im mu nity in struc tions
to cells in the body. The body then fol lows those in struc tions to build an im mune re sponse
to the in tended virus.
Which is bet ter?
“So, ba si cally, to get the body to pro duce sol diers to �ght against the virus, they’re ei ther
us ing the whole virus, bits of the virus, or ge netic ma te rial of the virus,” she said.
But the burn ing ques tion ev ery Filipino has is, which tech nol ogy is bet ter?
Ong-Lim said that in terms of how e� ec tive it is in pre vent ing the dis ease, “their num bers
are ac tu ally quite com pa ra ble, and par tic u larly with re spect to the ap pli ca tions ver sus se vere
dis ease. And there, the num bers are pretty much sim i lar across the di� er ent plat forms.”
She ad mits the ex pe ri ence with the COVID-19 vac cines is lim ited. “We’re just hit ting the
�rst year of ob ser va tions. But, of course, be fore we got to that point, there were ear lier
stages where they al ready demon strated safety and e�  cacy.”
Un for tu nately, most of those clin i cal tri als only in cluded healthy peo ple. How about can cer
pa tients un der go ing treat ment like chemo ther apy?
“The think ing is that, be cause can cer pa tients are im muno com pro mised, their im mune sys -
tems are not at their peak. But they are more sus cep ti ble to COVID, so they should be the
prime tar get to be pro tected,” she said.
Ong-Lim said there’s no is sue about can cer pa tients’ bod ies not be ing able to man age the
vac cine. “It’s ei ther dead-virus bits and pieces of the virus or just ge netic ma te rial. It’s not
the live virus that’s go ing into their sys tems. The prob lem re ally is that you might not hit the
peak pro tec tion that you’re ex pect ing to get. So that’s a concern.”
Who qual i �es
Can cer pa tients on ac tive treat ment, such as ra dio ther apy or chemo ther apy, qual ify for the
vac cine. Still, they must con sult with their clin i cians �rst. “The concern is not safety; it’s
how well you will re spond to it, though that’s still bet ter than not be ing vac ci nated,” she
said.
Ong-Lim said that from ob ser va tions, there hadn’t been a higher rate of ad verse re ac tions
among can cer pa tients com pared to the rest of the pop u la tion who had been vac ci nated.
Re ported side e� ects are mostly lo cal site re ac tions like pain, swelling, red ness, a slight
fever. Some feel un der the weather, oth ers a lit tle body weak ness, but that’s about it.
“And the rates for that, for the gen eral pop u la tion, are four to �ve per 1,000, so it’s not very
fre quent, ac tu ally,” she said. “There are re ports more con cern ing, like se vere al ler gic re ac -
tions, but that’s in the rate of one in 400,000 doses, so again, it’s not very com mon.”
She added, “You will prob a bly get the clear ance from your clin i cian be cause there are op ti -
mal tim ings for the vac cine in re la tion to the ther a pies you’re re ceiv ing and in re la tion to the
di ag nos tics that you might have to sched ule as part of your reg u lar treat ments.”
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The clin i cian who will is sue the clear ance de cides on a suit able sched ule. Chemo pa tients are
usu ally well enough to be vac ci nated if the blood counts are ac cept able, she said.
Some two-dose vac cines are given 21 days apart; oth ers fol low a 28-day sched ule. Some
other vac cines need to be given op ti mally 12 weeks in be tween.
Get ting in oc u lated might make one feel o�; no body wants to deal with any other is sues re -
lat ing to vac ci na tion, she said. “So you want to feel like you’re al ready re cov er ing be fore you
have your vac cine. Or maybe you may want to give it a lit tle bit of time af ter vac ci na tion be -
fore you go to your next chemo.”
Im muno com pro mised
As for can cer pa tients with co mor bidi ties, Ong-Lim ad vises seek ing the clear ance of their
on col o gists. “If you are func tional on a day-to-day ba sis, you can man age your self, you’re
not in the hos pi tal, you’re not sick, you qual ify for vac ci na tion. But it’s best to con sult an
on col o gist.”
Can cer pa tients un der go ing their ther a pies are ex pected to be im muno com pro mised. For
this pop u la tion, there’s a higher risk of be ing ex posed and in fected with COVID-19.
“There’s also the higher risk of get ting the more se vere forms of the dis ease or even dy ing
from it. So that’s re ally why—even as we un der stand that there are risks in get ting vac ci -
nated—the ben e �t of vac ci na tion out weighs those risks,” Ong-Lim said.
She said cur rent data strongly sup ports that the vac cines would pre vent mod er ate, se vere
crit i cal dis ease.
She ad mit ted that there was still not enough in for ma tion on whether these vac cines were
trans mis sion-block ing or could re ject in fec tion.
“I’m �ne to be in fected, just so long as you tell me I’m not go ing to get sick, go to the (in -
ten sive care unit), or die from it,” Ong-Lim said. “Be cause with out the vac cine, those are all
pos si ble sce nar ios. What we’re try ing to do now, re ally, is to make this dis ease more man -
age able.”—CON TRIB UTED


