
 

'New normal' anything but as countries
continue to reopen

May 20 2020, by Chris Blake and Michelle R. Smith

  
 

  

Workers use tape to block off seats as they prepare for a large high school
graduation ceremony at Hoover Metropolitan Stadium in Hoover, Ala., Tuesday,
May 19, 2020. Two of Alabama's largest public high schools, Spain Park and
Hoover, will hold commencement exercises on back-to-back nights at the venue,
with rules about seating and face masks in place to lessen the spread of the new
coronavirus that causes COVID-19. (AP Photo/Jay Reeves)
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Hundreds of thousands of high school seniors in South Korea had their
temperature checked and rubbed their hands with sanitizer as they
returned to school Wednesday, many for the first time since late last year
after their new term was repeatedly pushed back by the coronavirus
pandemic.

Students and teachers were required to wear masks and some schools
installed plastic partitions around desks. In a reminder that the so-called
"new normal" was anything but, more than 60 schools near Seoul quickly
sent their students home as a precaution after two students who hadn't
even attended class were found infected.

A phased reopening of South Korean schools is expected to be complete
by June 8, and comes as the number of new infections in the country has
fallen to around 30 per day, down from hundreds each day in early
March.

The resumption of once-routine aspects of daily life that were upended
by the pandemic has picked up speed in recent weeks, as governments
and communities try to strike a balance between keeping infections from
flaring anew and allowing economies to function.

What a return to normal looks like varies widely, from migrant workers
in India finally able to catch trains back to their home villages to wealthy
shoppers in Maseratis and Rolls-Royces returning to the boutiques of
America's iconic Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills.
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Red tape blocks off some seats but not others in an attempt to promote social
distancing before two large high school graduation ceremonies at Hoover
Metropolitan Stadium in Hoover, Ala., Tuesday, May 19, 2020. Two of
Alabama's largest public high schools, Spain Park and Hoover, will hold
commencement exercises on back-to-back nights at the venue, with rules about
seating and face masks in place to lessen the spread of the new coronavirus that
causes COVID-19. (AP Photo/Jay Reeves)

As the debate about how fast to reopen rages in the U.S., public health
officials in some states there have been accused of bungling coronavirus
infection statistics or even using a little sleight of hand to deliberately
make things look better than they are.

The risk is that politicians, business owners and ordinary Americans who
are making decisions about lockdowns and other day-to-day matters
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could be left with the impression that the virus is under more control
than it actually is.

In Virginia, Texas and Vermont, for example, officials said they have
been combining the results of viral tests, which show an active infection,
with antibody tests, which show a past infection. Public health experts
say that can make for impressive-looking testing totals but does not give
a true picture of how the virus is spreading.

  
 

  

Senior students wait for a class to begin with plastic shields placed on their desks
at Jeonmin High School in Daejeon, South Korea, Wednesday, May 20, 2020.
South Korean students began returning to schools Wednesday as their country
prepares for a new normal amid the coronavirus pandemic. (Kim Jun-
beom/Yonhap via AP)
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In Florida, the data scientist who developed the state's coronavirus
dashboard, Rebekah Jones, said this week that she was fired for refusing
to manipulate data "to drum up support for the plan to reopen." Calls to
health officials for comment were not immediately returned Tuesday.

In Georgia, one of the earliest states to ease up on lockdowns and assure
the public it was safe to go out again, the Department of Public Health
published a graph around May 11 that showed new COVID-19 cases
declining over time in the most severely affected counties. The daily
entries, however, were not arranged in chronological order but in
descending order.

For example, the May 7 totals came right before April 26, which was
followed by May 3. A quick look at the graph made it appear as if the
decline was smoother than it really was. The graph was taken down
within about a day.
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Dallas Koehn plants milo in his field as wind turbines rise in the distance,
Tuesday, May 19, 2020, near Cimarron, Kan. President Donald Trump
announced the Coronavirus Food Assistance Program to help farmers, ranchers
and others in the food industry impacted by the coronavirus pandemic with $16
billion is going directly to farmers and ranchers. (AP Photo/Charlie Riedel)

Georgia state Rep. Jasmine Clark, a Democrat with a doctorate in
microbiology, said the graph was a "prime example of malfeasance."

"Sadly it feels like there's been an attempt to make the data fit the
narrative, and that's not how data works," she said.

Republican Gov. Brian Kemp's office denied there was any attempt to
deceive the public.
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Guidelines from the Trump administration say that before states begin
reopening, they should see a 14-day downward trend in infections.
However, some states have reopened when infections were still climbing
or had plateaued. States have also been instructed to expand testing and
contact tracing.

Jennifer Nuzzo, a senior scholar at the Johns Hopkins Center for Health
Security, said a lot of these cases are not necessarily the result of any
attempt to fool the public. For example, she said, states may not have
updated information systems that allow them to tell the difference
between an antibody test and a viral test.

  
 

  

A pilot wearing personal protective equipment airlifts COVID-19 patients from
Santo Antonio do Içá to a hospital in Manaus, Brazil, Tuesday, May 19, 2020.
(AP Photo/Felipe Dana)
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Aaron Stubbs and his two children sit on a rock to watch sunset at Joshua Tree
National Park in California, Tuesday, May 19, 2020. The park reopened this
week after a lengthy closure to help slow the spread of the new coronavirus. (AP
Photo/Jae C. Hong)
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Nurse Janete Vieira puts on her protective equipment as she prepares to airlift
COVID-19 patients from Santo Antonio do Içá to a hospital in Manaus, Brazil,
Tuesday, May 19, 2020. (AP Photo/Felipe Dana)
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Friends and families sit in their cars, drive-in style, in the infield watching the
Ponder High School graduation ceremony as it is broadcast live on the large
television screen at Texas Motor Speedway in Fort Worth, Texas, Tuesday, May
19, 2020. Texas Motor Speedway is hosting 30 socially-distanced high school
graduation ceremonies over the next few weeks. The first two were Monday
night. Students receive their diplomas on the front stretch of the track with
family and friends in their cars parked on the infield watching the ceremony on
the track's massive "Big Hoss" TV screen. (AP Photo/Tony Gutierrez)

  
 

10/13



 

  

Connie Harrison, front, Gail Bromlow-Harrison, left, Alex Gianfilippo, center
rear, and his brother Anthony, looking through rear windshield, watch the
Ponder High School graduation ceremony from the infield being broadcasted on
a large television screen at Texas Motor Speedway in Fort Worth, Texas,
Tuesday, May 19, 2020. Texas Motor Speedway is hosting 30 socially-distanced
high school graduation ceremonies over the next few weeks. The first two were
Monday night. Students receive their diplomas on the front stretch of the track
with family and friends in their cars parked on the infield watching the
ceremony on the track's massive "Big Hoss" TV screen. (AP Photo/Tony
Gutierrez)
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Medical workers move a COVID-19 patient to be flown from a Chilean Air
Force base to the city of Concepcion, to free up space in the intensive care units
of the capital's hospitals, in Santiago, Chile, Tuesday, May 19, 2020. (AP
Photo/Esteban Felix)

Still, if states are mixing a lot of testing numbers together, "you're not
going to be able to make good decisions about reopening and about what
level of disease you have in the community," Nuzzo said.

More than 4.9 million people worldwide have been confirmed infected
by the virus, and more than 320,000 deaths have been recorded,
according to a tally by Johns Hopkins University that experts believe is
too low.
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Russia and Brazil are now behind only the United States in the number
of reported infections, and cases are also spiking in such places as India,
South Africa and Mexico.

New hot spots emerged Tuesday in Russia, and the country recorded
nearly 9,300 new infections in 24 hours, bringing the total to almost
300,000, about half of them in Moscow. Authorities say over 2,800
people with COVID-19 have died in Russia, a figure some say is surely
higher.

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