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Here’s a sentence that’s going to sound a little nuts: Someday, 
2020 may be remembered as a great year in American history.

(Really. We’re being serious. There’s not a gas leak in our offices 
or something.)

Yes, those of us who lived through 2020 think about it primarily in 
terms of the misery of the COVID pandemic. But from the perspective 
of the future, it’s possible that the most notable thing about 2020 
might not be COVID itself—but rather the scientific breakthroughs 
it gave rise to.

And when future generations study those breakthroughs, they’ll 
discover something interesting...they couldn’t have happened 
without the government throwing away the rulebook. 

The COVID pandemic has been the source of so much misery. The fear 
of contracting the disease. The anxiety of lockdowns. The couple of 
days at the start where it looked like there was a serious chance 
Tom Hanks could become a zombie.

Among those breakthroughs was that the vaccines created by Pfizer/
BioNtech and Moderna were the first ever made with messenger RNA. 
Messenger RNA vaccines can be developed in less time than conventional 
alternatives and may someday be able to target multiple diseases at 
once. Researchers believe that messenger RNA may also hold the key to 
vaccines against diseases like malaria, herpes, and HIV.

MESSENGER RNA

https://www.kiteandkeymedia.com/videos/smart-street-light-program-as-a-crime-solving-public-safety-tool-in-cities/
https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/covid-19/hcp/mrna-vaccine-basics.html
https://www.technologyreview.com/2021/02/05/1017366/messenger-rna-vaccines-covid-hiv/
https://www.kiteandkeymedia.com/videos/covid-19-crisis-management-federal-government-coronavirus-pandemic-emergency-vaccine
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But it’s easy now to forget that there was once another serious 
worry in that mix: some of the smartest people in the world were 
telling us that it might take years until scientists were able to 
develop a vaccine.

How did so many brilliant people get something so important so 
wrong? 

Well, in their defense, they had never seen anything remotely like 
what was about to happen. Pre-COVID, the average time it took to 
develop a vaccine was over 10 years.1 It had never been done in 
less than four.2

So how did we get a  
COVID vaccine so quickly?
 
Vaccines go through three phases of clinical trials—experiments 
to test everything from safety to effectiveness to whether the 
inoculations have different effects on different parts of the 
population. 

The COVID vaccines went through all those safeguards. But here’s 
where we made amazing progress: where normal vaccines have to move 
through one phase at a time, the government allowed the companies 
working on COVID vaccines to move through multiple phases at once. 
This one procedural change dramatically accelerated the timeframe 
on which we could get an effective vaccine. And it did so without 
compromising the science—or our safety.3

Even before we accelerated their development, vaccines ranked as one of mankind’s 
all-time greatest achievements. A 2009 study in the journal Pediatrics estimated that—
for just the children born that year—vaccines would prevent 42,000 early deaths and 20 
million cases of disease. Vaccines resulted in the elimination of smallpox, the only human 

disease ever driven to extinction. They have also reduced polio rates by 99%. As of 
2020, only three countries in the world still have cases of the disease.

If the unthinkable were to happen and Forrest Gump really did join the 
ranks of the undead...the Centers for Disease Control would be on the case.        
The CDC’s website includes a section dedicated to what to do in the case of a 
zombie apocalypse, complete with a graphic novel.

https://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/133/4/577?max-results=200
https://www.cdc.gov/cpr/zombie/index.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/cpr/zombie/index.htm
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We did something else, too. The government committed money in 
advance to mass produce the vaccines in development, even though it 
knew some of them might not get approval. We were willing to risk 
wasting some of that cash to ensure that we could get a vaccine to 
the public as quickly as possible.

The result: the FDA approved the first COVID vaccine for use in the 
United States only nine months to the day that the World Health 
Organization declared the disease a global pandemic. By that point, 
the death toll in the United States was already nearing 300,000. 
Imagine how high those numbers would have climbed if we had to wait 
years for a vaccine.

Achieving that goal so quickly was an extraordinary accomplishment, 
and it was also pretty revealing. It demonstrated how much more 
effective government could be if it cut through the red tape. 

We’ve seen this once before in a public health crisis. In the 
1980s, at the height of the AIDS epidemic, the FDA began creating 
loopholes to allow the sickest patients—the ones whose lives were 
quite literally on the line—to use treatments as soon as they showed 
promise, even if they hadn’t yet been officially approved. Advocates 
for those suffering from the disease had forced government leaders 
to shift their focus. The goal couldn’t be following bureaucratic 
procedures; the goal had to be to relieve as much human suffering 
as possible.4

And this approach can work in areas that go far beyond health 
care. In 1994, the devastating Northridge Earthquake hit Southern 
California and destroyed part of the Santa Monica Freeway—the most 
heavily trafficked stretch of road in the world. 

The state’s governor, Pete Wilson, responded by suspending regulations 
that would have slowed reconstruction—and by striking a deal with 
the contractors charged with rebuilding: if they completed the work 
before the government’s deadline, they’d get a bonus of $200,000 
for every day it came in ahead of schedule. If they were late, 
they’d face a penalty of $200,000 per day it was behind.

Many of those suffering from AIDS didn’t wait for the government’s approval. 
In the years prior to the FDA’s policy change, AIDS patients banded together 
to clandestinely import medications not yet approved for use in the United             

States. Among the most famous figures of this movement was Ron Woodroof, 
whose story was told in the 2013 film Dallas Buyers Club.

https://theconversation.com/how-the-dallas-buyers-club-changed-hiv-treatment-in-the-us-22664
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The result: the reconstruction of the Santa Monica Freeway, which 
California’s Department of Transportation estimated could have 
taken up to two years...was completed in 66 days.5 California ended 
up paying out a $14.5 million bonus—but it’s estimated that by 
reopening businesses and getting people back to work it saved the 
economy of Los Angeles as much as $34 million.6

On the day that the freeway was reopened, 
the mayor of Los Angeles, Richard Riordan, 
said, “This is the way government should 
be carried out all the time, not just in 
emergencies.”7

He’s got a point. Not every government program will be as epic as 
the race for a COVID vaccine. But shouldn’t they all be animated by 
that same conviction? That the only goal that matters is getting 
the job done? If 2020 taught us anything, it’s that the results of 
that mindset...can look something like a miracle.

[END OF SCRIPT]
 
FOLLOW US ON SOCIAL MEDIA:
@kiteandkeymedia 
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In memory of Peter W. Huber (1952-2021)

“The only way to stay ahead of murderous life spawned in our own 
bodies, in some distant rain forest, or in a bioterrorist’s lab is 
to nurture a bold, optimistic, life-affirming culture. A culture of 
discovery and creativity that is willing to take risks and invest 
patiently in the future.”

- The Cure in the Code (2013)

As devastating as the Northridge Earthquake was, the economic damage paled in 
comparison to what could happen if “the big one” ever hits. A 2020 study modeling  

a 7.7 magnitude earthquake on the San Andreas Fault projected that an  
earthquake on that scale could cause over $40 billion in damages.

SAN ANDREAS

FAULT

https://www.facebook.com/kiteandkeymedia
https://twitter.com/kiteandkeymedia
https://www.linkedin.com/company/67984886/admin/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCeKUi6ko8MzYwBE2J74ulyQ
https://www.instagram.com/kiteandkeymedia/
https://www.insurancejournal.com/news/west/2020/07/17/576128.htm#:~:text=Source%3A%20Temblor%20Inc.,billion%20event%2C%E2%80%9D%20he%20said.
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