
 

Masks, temperature checks mark 'new
normal' at restaurants

April 28 2020, by Kate Brumback and Russ Bynum

  
 

  

Mary Spoto, general manager of Madison Chop House Grille, changes the sign as
she and her staff prepare to shift from take out only to dine-in service Monday,
April 27, 2020, in Madison, Ga. Some Georgia restaurants were reopening for
limited dine-in service as more restrictions against the coronavirus are loosened
in the state. Movie theaters on Monday can welcome customers and limited in-
restaurant dining may resume. (AP Photo/John Bazemore)
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With staff wearing masks, checking customers' temperatures and using
disposable paper place mats, some of the nation's restaurants reopened
for dine-in service Monday as states loosened more coronavirus
restrictions. But many eateries remained closed amid safety concerns
and community backlash.

Restaurants in Georgia and Tennessee and Anchorage, Alaska,
welcomed diners back, albeit for a different dine-in experience than
before the pandemic forced restaurants to close or limit their services to
take-out and delivery. In Louisiana, the governor said restaurants will be
allowed to seat people outside starting Friday, though without wait
service at the tables.

In Georgia, dine-in service and movie screenings were allowed to resume
a few days after some other businesses, including barbershops, gyms,
tattoo shops and nail salons, began seeing customers Friday.

"We're ecstatic to have them back," said Chris Heithaus, who manages
87 Waffle House restaurants. "A lot of people, I think, want to get back
to the new normal, which will be social distancing and all that. But they
will be able to eat inside the restaurant."

At the popular chain known for hash brown breakfasts and its ability to
stay open in the face of natural disasters, the "new normal" included
employees wearing masks, booths closed to keep customers apart and
traditional plastic place mat menus replaced by paper menus.
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Kim Kaseta waits for her patty melt while sitting at the counter at the Waffle
House in Brookhaven, Ga., Monday, April 27, 2020. Some Georgia restaurants
were reopening for limited dine-in service as more restrictions against the
coronavirus are loosened in the state. Movie theaters on Monday can welcome
customers and limited in-restaurant dining may resume. (Steve Schaefer/Atlanta
Journal-Constitution via AP)

Gov. Brian Kemp announced last week that he would relax restrictions
despite health experts' warnings of a potential surge in infections and
disapproval from President Donald Trump.

Kemp issued 39 requirements that restaurants must follow, including
observing a limit of 10 customers per 500 square feet (about 46 square
meters) and ensuring that all employees wear face coverings.
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Anchorage began allowing restaurants, hair salons and other retails
locations to open Monday, three days after the rest of Alaska began
relaxing restrictions. Seating must be limited to 25 percent of capacity,
and only members of the same household can sit at a table.

A log with every customer's first and last name and contact phone
number must be maintained by the restaurant and kept for 30 days in
case it's needed for contact tracing. All employees must wear fabric face
masks, and customers are encouraged to wear them unless eating.

  
 

  

Tables are marked off for social distancing at Hwy 55 Burgers Shakes & Fries
Monday, April 27, 2020, in Nolensville, Tenn. Monday is the first day Tennessee
restaurants can reopen with reduced seating and social distancing during the
coronavirus pandemic. (AP Photo/Mark Humphrey)
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In Tennessee, state officials allowed restaurants to reopen in 89 of
Tennessee's 95 counties starting Monday. At Tony Gore's Smoky
Mountain BBQ & Grill in Sevierville, only a few tables of dine-in guests
had come in by Monday afternoon, and each diner—as well as
employees—had to have their temperature checked with an infrared
thermometer gun.

"Everybody has really been great about that part of it," restaurant general
manager Keith Carter said of the temperature checks. "We figured we
would have some people who would be like, 'That's kind of weird.' I
think they see that it's just a precaution."

In Madison, a small antebellum town in Georgia about 60 miles (96
kilometers) from Atlanta, the Madison Chop House Grille took similar
cautionary steps. The staff put big blue X marks on certain tables and
removed chairs to let patrons know they could not sit there. When
employees arrive, they have to take their temperature and record it on a
white board that's visible to customers.
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Jason Godbey hangs a banner over the entrance of Madison Chop House Grille
as they prepare to shift from take out only to dine-in service Monday, April 27,
2020, in Madison, Ga. Gov. Brian Kemp eased restrictions on restaurants as long
as guide lines are followed to prevent to spread of the coronavirus. (AP
Photo/John Bazemore)

The restaurant only had about six tables of people for dine-in lunch
service, said general manager, Mary Spoto.

"Every customer who's come in here has thanked us for being open, but
unfortunately it was really slow," Spoto said.

Many other restaurants decided it wasn't yet time to reopen. Dennis
McKinley had planned to open two of the three branches of his Atlanta-
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area restaurant, the Original Hot Dog Factory. But Monday morning he
decided not to open after all, citing community opposition.

McKinley estimates he got about 40 calls over the weekend from
politicians, community leaders and customers urging him not to reopen
for dine-in service.

"Ultimately, the Original Hot Dog Factory can't make it without the
community's support, so I felt it was important to hold back and wait,"
he said.

He plans to wait until state and local officials are on the same page. In
the meantime, his staff continues to work on takeout and delivery orders.
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Mary Spoto, manager of Madison Chop House Grille posts a sign on the front
door asking people who are ill to not enter as she works to reopen Monday, April
27, 2020, in Madison, Ga. Gov. Brian Kemp has eased restrictions on restaurants
and other business as long as guide lines to prevent toe spread of Coronavirus are
followed. (AP Photo/John Bazemore)

Collins Quarter, Anthony Debreceny's café and bar in Savannah's
downtown historic district, remained closed Monday along with three
other restaurants he owns. Debreceny said many other restaurateurs he
knows were also holding off, particularly those who rely on tourists for
much of their business.

"Customers aren't ready," Debreceny said. "Today's going to be an
interesting test. I think there's a lot of people waiting to see what the
social media backlash is going to be like."

Right now, Debreceny said, he doesn't anticipate reopening until late
June. He doesn't want to risk having to shut down all over again and
having to suffer a second time the cost of losing any perishable food in
his restaurants' refrigerators, if infections rebound.

Worst of all, he said, would be opening too soon and having one of his
restaurants blamed for infecting a customer.
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Shannon Hambrick wipes down counters at the post-coronavirus opened
Cheeseburger Bobby's restaurant in Martinez, Ga., Monday, April 27, 2020.
(Michael Holahan/The Augusta Chronicle via AP)
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Madison Chop House Grille offers customers free toilet paper Monday, April
27, 2020, in Madison, Ga. The steakhouse located in the historic district of
Madison is preparing to shift from take out only to dine-in service after Gov.
Brian Kemp eased restrictions on restaurants. (AP Photo/John Bazemore)
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Georgia Gov. Brian Kemp speaks during a news conference at the Capitol
building in Atlanta, Monday, April 27, 2020, during the coronavirus outbreak.
Kemp did not say whether he would extend the shelter-in-place order that is set
to expire at midnight Thursday. (Alyssa Pointer/Atlanta Journal-Constitution via
AP)
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Corey Brooks, right, orders food at a Waffle House restaurant in Savannah,
Georgia, on Monday, April 27, 2020. Restaurants statewide were allowed to
resume dine-in service with restrictions after a month of being limited to takeout
orders because of the coronavirus. (AP Photo/Russ Bynum)
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A Waffle House restaurant has "OPEN" painted across its windows on Monday,
April 27, 2020 in Savannah, Georgia, as restaurants statewide were allowed to
resume dine-in service with restrictions. (AP Photo/Russ Bynum)
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After opening following the coronavirus pandemic, Tonya Muckenfuss works on
Brandee Anderson's hair at Southern Roots Beauty Shop in Augusta, Ga., Friday,
April 24, 2020. (Michael Holahan/The Augusta Chronicle via AP)
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After opening following the coronavirus pandemic, Shelley Craft, owner of The
Men's Refinery BarberSpa gives a haircut to Kenneth Gregory at her salon in
Augusta, Ga., Friday, April 23, 2020. (Michael Holahan/The Augusta Chronicle
via AP)

For most people, the coronavirus causes mild or moderate symptoms.
For some, it can cause severe illness such as pneumonia, or even death.

Even those who ventured out did so with caution. At the Savannah
Waffle House, regular customer Corey Brooks ordered a waffle and
pork chops and noted how quiet the normally bustling restaurant is. He's
still working from home, and he still thinks it's too soon to return to the
office or get a haircut.
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"This would be the only restaurant I would come and sit in," Brooks said.
"I know the people here."

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