
 

New York mobilizes against onslaught from
the virus

March 25 2020, by Jennifer Peltz and Colleen Long

  
 

  

Patients wear personal protective equipment while maintaining social distancing
as they wait in line for a COVID-19 test at Elmhurst Hospital Center,
Wednesday, March 25, 2020, in New York. Gov. Andrew Cuomo sounded his
most dire warning yet about the coronavirus pandemic Tuesday, saying the
infection rate in New York is accelerating and the state could be as close as two
weeks away from a crisis that sees 40,000 people in intensive care. Such a surge
would overwhelm hospitals, which now have just 3,000 intensive care unit beds
statewide. (AP Photo/John Minchillo)
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Just days after New York leaders ordered people to stay home,
authorities mobilized to head off a potential public health disaster
Wednesday, with the city's emergence as the nation's biggest coronavirus
hot spot a warning flare—and perhaps a cautionary tale—for the rest of
the country.

A makeshift morgue was set up outside Bellevue Hospital, and the city's
police, their ranks dwindling as more fall ill, were told to patrol nearly
empty streets to enforce social distancing.

Public health officials hunted down beds and medical equipment and put
out a call for more doctors and nurses for fear the number of sick will
explode in a matter of weeks, overwhelming hospitals the way the virus
did in Italy and Spain. New York University offered to let its medical
students graduate early so that they could join the battle.

Worldwide, the death toll climbed past 20,000, according to a running
count kept by Johns Hopkins University. The number of dead in the U.S.
topped 800, with more than 60,000 infections.

New York State alone accounted for more than 30,000 cases and close to
300 deaths, most of them in New York City.

Gov. Andrew Cuomo, again pleading for help in dealing with the
onslaught, attributed the cluster to the city's role as a gateway to
international travelers and the sheer density of its population, with 8.6
million people sharing subways, elevators, apartment buildings and
offices.
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Medical Examiner personnel and construction workers are seen at the site of a
makeshift morgue being built in New York, Wednesday, March 25, 2020. The
number of people hospitalized with COVID-19 in New York climbed to 3,800,
with close to 900 in intensive care, with the peak of the outbreak weeks away,
Gov. Andrew Cuomo said Wednesday. The new coronavirus causes mild or
moderate symptoms for most people, but for some, especially older adults and
people with existing health problems, it can cause more severe illness or death.
(AP Photo/Mary Altaffer)

"Our closeness makes us vulnerable," he said. "But it's true that your
greatest weakness is also your greatest strength. And our closeness is
what makes us who we are. That is what New York is."

Some public health experts also attributed the city's burgeoning caseload
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in part to the state's big push to test people.

Troy Tassier, a Fordham University professor who studies economic
epidemiology, suggested the increase shows New York would have fared
better had it acted sooner to order social distancing.

Nearly 7 million people in the San Francisco area were all but confined
to their homes on March 17, and California put all 40 million of its
residents under a near-lockdown three days later.

The order to stay at home in New York State did not go into effect until
Sunday evening, March 22, and New York City's 1.1 million-student
school system was not closed until March 15, well after other districts
had shut down.
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Yellow cabs line an empty 42nd St. waiting for fares outside Grand Central
Terminal, Wednesday, March 25, 2020, in New York. Hospitalizations from
COVID-19 were rising faster than expected in New York as residents and
leaders prepared for a peak in cases that is expected to still be weeks away.
Temporary hospitals, and even a morgue in Manhattan, are being setup. (AP
Photo/Mary Altaffer)

Dr. Mark Dworkin, an epidemiology professor at University of Illinois-
Chicago, said he hadn't followed New York's situation closely enough to
say whether he would have done it differently, but he noted that moving
quickly is critical—and sometimes difficult to do at early points, when
the public doesn't sense an imminent threat.

"At first, I think there's a certain amount of disbelief that goes on," he
said. "I think that contributes, to some extent, to the lack of putting the
foot on the gas pedal on some of the control measures that we know we
need to do."

After New York's first positive test came back on March 1—in a health
care worker who had traveled to Iran and secluded herself upon
returning—Mayor Bill de Blasio and Cuomo initially cast the disease as a
dangerous threat but one that the city's muscular hospital system could
handle.
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Residents from St. Joseph's Senior Home are helped onto buses in Woodbridge,
N.J., Wednesday, March 25, 2020. More than 90 residents of the nursing home
are being transferred to a facility in Whippany after 24 tested positive for
COVID-19, according to a spokeswoman for CareOne, which operates the
Whippany facility. The facility has moved its residents to other facilities to
accommodate the new arrivals. (AP Photo/Seth Wenig)

The risk to most New Yorkers, they said, was relatively low.

But their message shifted, as it did with many other leaders, who found
themselves acting on new information in an uncharted, fast-changing
situation.

Tassier said it wasn't too late: "We can still make things better than they
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would be otherwise."

In other developments around the globe:

— The White House and legislative leaders reached agreement on a
mammoth economic relief package, a $2 trillion plan to help businesses
survive the crisis and give households checks of $1,200 per adult and
$500 per child. Stocks rallied on Wall Street for the second day in a row.

— Prince Charles, the 71-year-old heir to the British throne, tested
positive for the virus but was showing only mild symptoms and was
isolating himself at a royal estate in Scotland, his office said.

  
 

  

A woman has her temperature taken at a control point on a covered footbridge to
be screened for symptoms before entering the Dell Deton Medical Center at the

7/19



 

University of Texas in Austin, Texas, Wednesday, March 25, 2020. Austin is
under Stay-at-Home orders to help battle the effects of COVID-19. (AP
Photo/Eric Gay)

— Spain's death toll rose past 3,400, eclipsing China's, after a one-day
spike of 700 fatalities. It is now second only to Italy, with over 7,500
deaths. "We are collapsing. We need more workers," said Lidia Perera, a
nurse at Madrid's 1,000-bed Hospital de la Paz.

— China's Hubei province, where the outbreak first emerged late last
year, started lifting its lockdown.

— Russian President Vladimir Putin postponed a nationwide vote on
proposed constitutional amendments that could enable him to extend his
hold on power. The decision came as Russia reported its first deaths
from the virus, two elderly patients who had underlying conditions.

— The French Riviera city of Cannes opened the site of its world-
famous film festival to the homeless.

— British Prime Minister Boris Johnson said more than 400,000 people
responded within a day to the government's call for volunteers to help
the country's most vulnerable people. They will deliver medicine, drive
people home from doctor's appointments and make phone calls to check
on patients.
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Patients maintain social distancing while they wait in line for a COVID-19 test at
Elmhurst Hospital Center, Wednesday, March 25, 2020, in New York. Gov.
Andrew Cuomo sounded his most dire warning yet about the coronavirus
pandemic Tuesday, saying the infection rate in New York is accelerating and the
state could be as close as two weeks away from a crisis that sees 40,000 people in
intensive care. Such a surge would overwhelm hospitals, which now have just
3,000 intensive care unit beds statewide. (AP Photo/John Minchillo)
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Patients wait inside an urgent care pharmacy while wearing personal protective
equipment, Wednesday, March 25, 2020, in the Queens borough of New York.
Gov. Andrew Cuomo sounded his most dire warning yet about the coronavirus
pandemic Tuesday, saying the infection rate in New York is accelerating and the
state could be as close as two weeks away from a crisis that sees 40,000 people in
intensive care. Such a surge would overwhelm hospitals, which now have just
3,000 intensive care unit beds statewide. (AP Photo/John Minchillo)
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Indian firefighters spray disinfectants as a preventive measure against the spread
of the new coronavirus on a street in Gauhati, India, Wednesday, March 25,
2020. The world's largest democracy went under the world's biggest lockdown
Wednesday, with India's 1.3 billion people ordered to stay home in a bid to stop
the coronavirus pandemic from spreading and overwhelming its fragile health
care system as it has done elsewhere. The new coronavirus causes mild or
moderate symptoms for most people, but for some, especially older adults and
people with existing health problems, it can cause more severe illness or death.
(AP Photo/Anupam Nath)
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Medical staff of the Intensive Care Unit of the Casalpalocco COVID-19 Clinic
in the outskirts of Rome tend to patients, Wednesday, March 25, 2020. The new
coronavirus causes mild or moderate symptoms for most people, but for some,
especially older adults and people with existing health problems, it can cause
more severe illness or death. (AP Photo/Domenico Stinellis)
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A billboard is installed on an apartment building in Cape Town, South Africa,
Wednesday, March 25, 2020, before the country of 57 million people, will go
into a nationwide lockdown for 21 days from Thursday to fight the spread of the
new coronavirus. The new coronavirus causes mild or moderate symptoms for
most people, but for some, especially older adults and people with existing health
problems, it can cause more severe illness or death. (AP Photo/Nardus
Engelbrecht)
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A customer leaves a shop advertising personal protective equipment near
Elmhurst Hospital Center, Wednesday, March 25, 2020, in New York. Gov.
Andrew Cuomo sounded his most dire warning yet about the coronavirus
pandemic Tuesday, saying the infection rate in New York is accelerating and the
state could be as close as two weeks away from a crisis that sees 40,000 people in
intensive care. Such a surge would overwhelm hospitals, which now have just
3,000 intensive care unit beds statewide. (AP Photo/John Minchillo)
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A woman and child prepare to step into a line to enter a COVID-19 testing site at
Elmhurst Hospital Center, Wednesday, March 25, 2020, in New York. New
York has enacted strict rules to keep residents inside as much as possible other
than for essential needs such as food and medicine. (AP Photo/John Minchillo)
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A woman exits a COVID-19 testing site while hundreds wait in line at Elmhurst
Hospital Center, Wednesday, March 25, 2020, in New York. Gov. Andrew
Cuomo sounded his most dire warning yet about the coronavirus pandemic
Tuesday, saying the infection rate in New York is accelerating and the state
could be as close as two weeks away from a crisis that sees 40,000 people in
intensive care. Such a surge would overwhelm hospitals, which now have just
3,000 intensive care unit beds statewide. (AP Photo/John Minchillo)
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A couple looks at the ABC News video screen showing coverage of a
coronavirus outbreak in Woodbridge, N.J., Wednesday, March 25, 2020, in New
York's Times Square. The number of people hospitalized with COVID-19 in
New York climbed to 3,800, with close to 900 in intensive care, with the peak of
the outbreak weeks away, Gov. Andrew Cuomo said Wednesday. The new
coronavirus causes mild or moderate symptoms for most people, but for some,
especially older adults and people with existing health problems, it can cause
more severe illness or death. (AP Photo/Mary Altaffer)
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People make their way inside Grand Central Terminal, Wednesday, March 25,
2020, in New York. Hospitalizations from COVID-19 were rising faster than
expected in New York as residents and leaders prepared for a peak in cases that
is expected to still be weeks away. Temporary hospitals, and even a morgue in
Manhattan, are being setup. (AP Photo/Mary Altaffer)

Around the U.S., other states braced for a version of New York's
nightmare, with fears over public events held in the weeks before the
virus exploded.

A month after Mardi Gras in and around New Orleans, Louisiana is
seeing a ballooning number of cases and now has the third-highest rate
per capita in the U.S., according to the governor. Sixty-five have died,
and the virus has been confirmed in three-quarters of the state's 64
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parishes.

Small towns and rural areas are beginning to sound the alarm as well.

In Georgia, a state that has seen cases grow to more than 1,200, an
Albany hospital's three intensive care units were already full, and doctors
were working to discharge people as quickly as possible to make way for
new patients.

"We're quickly approaching the point of maximum capacity. We need a
relief valve," said Steven Kitchen, chief medical officer at Phoebe
Putney Memorial Hospital.

For most people, the coronavirus causes mild or moderate symptoms,
such as fever and cough that clear up in two to three weeks. For some,
especially older adults and people with existing health problems, it can
cause more severe illness, including pneumonia.

© 2020 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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