
 

Brutal benchmark: Arizona passes 1 million
COVID-19 cases

August 27 2021, by Terry Tang and Jonathan J. Cooper

  
 

  

In this May 7, 2021, file photo, Rep. Ruben Gallego, D-Ariz., left, is joined by
Kristin Urquiza, right, as they speak at a pop-up informational tent increasing
efforts to bring more vaccine doses into Latino neighborhoods at a local
shopping plaza in Phoenix. Arizona on Friday, Aug. 27, surpassed the milestone
of 1 million confirmed coronavirus cases after the state reported new infections
amid continued wrangling over vaccinations and mask requirements. Credit: AP
Photo/Ross D. Franklin, File
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Arizona surpassed 1 million COVID-19 cases Friday, becoming the 13th
state to reach the grim milestone while contending with yet another
major spike in infections.

The benchmark is the latest in a tumultuous year and a half where
Arizona went from being touted as a pandemic success story to being
"the hot spot of the world" and then being a model again when
vaccinations became available. Now, the state, like the rest of the
country, is coping with a surge—mostly of the unvaccinated—and
ongoing conflicts over mask and vaccine mandates.

It ranks 13th nationwide in the number of cases per 100,000 residents,
according to the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention's
COVID Data Tracker.

COVID-19 came early to Arizona.

In January 2020, a person with ties to Arizona State University got sick
after traveling to Wuhan, China, the epicenter of the outbreak, and
became one of the first five confirmed cases in the United States. The
person isolated at home and recovered.

However, within two months, more than 100 cases had been reported
across most counties and the Navajo Nation.

Arizona's first death was reported on March 20, 2020, a man in his 50s
in Maricopa County, followed by a second two days later.
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In this Aug. 5, 2020, file photo, President Donald Trump gestures to a poster
with coronavirus relief materials that have been provided to Arizona as he meets
with Arizona Gov. Doug Ducey in the Oval Office of the White House in
Washington. Arizona on Friday, Aug. 27, surpassed the milestone of 1 million
confirmed coronavirus cases after the state reported new infections amid
continued wrangling over vaccinations and mask requirements. Credit: AP
Photo/Andrew Harnik, Pool, File

On March 30, 2020, Gov. Doug Ducey issued a month-long stay-at-
home order, allowing people to only go out for food, medicine and other
"essential activities." Non-essential businesses such as the Rebel Lounge,
a Phoenix music club, basically had to shut down.

The club's owner, Stephen Chilton, went about a year without staging
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any performances and was forced to furlough most of his staff. He
canceled and rebooked shows as many as six times, all without
generating any revenue.

Chilton opened his doors again in October, this time operating as a
coffee shop. Full-capacity performances resumed in June but now with
the delta variant, some bands are again calling off shows and Chilton is
again crossing out calendar dates.

"You can't have a lot of expectations—I guess that's how you manage
them," Chilton said.

  
 

  

In this Jan. 12, 2021, file photo, several tents are set up so people who have
registered can get their COVID-19 vaccinations as they drive-thru the parking lot
of the State Farm Stadium in Glendale, Ariz. Arizona on Friday, Aug. 27,
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surpassed the milestone of 1 million confirmed coronavirus cases after the state
reported new infections amid continued wrangling over vaccinations and mask
requirements. Credit: AP Photo/Ross D. Franklin, File

Backlash to Ducey's stay-home order led to a crowded, largely mask-free
protest at the state Capitol on April 20, 2020. Nine days later, he began
easing up on his coronavirus restrictions, allowing some businesses to
reopen ahead of a visit by then-President Donald Trump to a mask
factory near Phoenix Sky Harbor Airport.

Meanwhile, deaths around the state inched up at an increasing pace. An
outbreak took hold on the Navajo Nation and would grow to tax the
health care systems across northern Arizona and New Mexico. By June
3, the Navajo Nation had recorded 252 deaths. Navajo President
Jonathan Nez ordered a series of strict weekend curfews to control the
disease, which continued on and off through much of 2020.

By the end of May 2020, Arizona virus deaths topped 900 and known
infections surpassed 20,000. Hospitalizations hit a record high and
hospitals began warning they would soon need to implement surge plans
to deal with excess patients.

Despite mounting pressure, the Republican governor refused to impose a
mask mandate and continued blocking local governments from
instituting their own. He relented on June 17, 2020, giving cities and
counties the power to require masks. Most did.
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In this Jan. 11, 2021, file photo, drivers wait in line to get the COVID-19 vaccine
in the parking lot of the State Farm Stadium in Glendale, Ariz. Arizona on
Friday, Aug. 27, surpassed the milestone of 1 million confirmed coronavirus
cases after the state reported new infections amid continued wrangling over
vaccinations and mask requirements.Credit: AP Photo/Terry Tang, File

It was that month that Kristin Urquiza lost her father to the virus. She
drew headlines when she partly blamed Ducey for his death, saying
Mark Anthony Urquiza believed in May it was safe to go out.

She channeled her outrage into co-creating Marked By COVID, a
nonprofit looking to shape policy and train people to advocate on
pandemic-related matters. Urquiza sometimes thinks about where she
would be had COVID-19 never happened. She never saw herself running
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an organization.

"Having that lived experience of losing my dad, it has helped me connect
with a couple of things I didn't always have," Urquiza said. "I feel like it
is important for me to stand up myself and that's OK to take up space
and stand in my own power."

After a slowing of hospitalizations in late summer, new infections drove
an overwhelming winter surge. Hospitals pleaded for more restrictions to
control the spread of the disease, but Ducey declined.

  
 

  

Stephen Chilton, owner of the Rebel Lounge, sits in his music club Thursday,
Aug. 26, 2021, in Phoenix. Chilton has struggled to keep his business open in the
months since COVID hit Arizona. Arizona on Friday, Aug. 27, surpassed the
milestone of 1 million confirmed coronavirus cases after the state reported new
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infections amid continued wrangling over vaccinations and mask requirements.
Credit: AP Photo/Ross D. Franklin

"I don't think the right answer is to throw hundreds of thousands of
Arizonans out of work right before the holidays," Ducey said at the time.

The number of cases topped 500,000 by Dec. 28. Hospitals and intensive
care units filled up, and some were forced to turn away ambulances.

At that time, Molly Elkins, 27, was three months into what would end up
being an eight-month stint as an ICU nurse in Phoenix. When she started
her nursing career three years ago, she wanted to work in the ICU. But
she never pictured constantly being surrounded by death and crying with
patients' families as they said a final goodbye on FaceTime.

Worried about her mental health, Elkins switched to being a surgical
nurse in May.

"I would have nightmares. I would come home and still be physically and
emotionally upset at the end of the day," Elkins said. "I feel like I'm
more protective of myself. I know how to stand up for myself and put
my needs first."
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Stephen Chilton, owner of the Rebel Lounge, sits in his music club Thursday,
Aug. 26, 2021, in Phoenix. Chilton has struggled to keep his business open in the
months since COVID hit Arizona. Arizona on Friday, Aug. 27, surpassed the
milestone of 1 million confirmed coronavirus cases after the state reported new
infections amid continued wrangling over vaccinations and mask requirements.
Credit: AP Photo/Ross D. Franklin

On Jan. 3, Arizona posted its highest count of new cases for a single day:
17,234. But with mass vaccine distribution on the horizon, there was
reason for hope.

As the vaccine supply ramped up, the state expanded vaccination
centers, including one that received a supportive shout out from
President Joe Biden and Vice President Kamala Harris.
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Citing lower case counts and rising vaccination rates, Ducey lifted
remaining restrictions on gyms, restaurants and other businesses in early
March.

On March 16, Arizona hit the 1 million mark for people fully
vaccinated.

The state crossed 800,000 cases in early February and took six months to
hit 900,000 in June. However, with the more-contagious delta variant,
the next 100,000 cases came over the course of just seven weeks. As of
Friday, 18,724 people have died.

  
 

  

Stephen Chilton, owner of the Rebel Lounge, walks through the parking lot of
his music club Thursday, Aug. 26, 2021, in Phoenix. Chilton has struggled to
keep his business open in the months since COVID hit Arizona. Arizona on
Friday, Aug. 27, surpassed the milestone of 1 million confirmed coronavirus
cases after the state reported new infections amid continued wrangling over
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vaccinations and mask requirements. Credit: AP Photo/Ross D. Franklin

  
 

  

Stephen Chilton, owner of the Rebel Lounge, sits in his music club Thursday,
Aug. 26, 2021, in Phoenix. Chilton has struggled to keep his business open in the
months since COVID hit Arizona. Arizona on Friday, Aug. 27, surpassed the
milestone of 1 million confirmed coronavirus cases after the state reported new
infections amid continued wrangling over vaccinations and mask requirements.
Credit: AP Photo/Ross D. Franklin
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In this March 16, 2021, file photo, an usher holds a sign to remind fans to wear
masks during a spring training baseball game between the Oakland Athletics and
the Arizona Diamondbacks in Scottdale, Ariz. Arizona on Friday, Aug. 27, 2021,
surpassed the milestone of 1 million confirmed coronavirus cases after the state
reported 3,707 new infections amid continued wrangling over vaccinations and
mask requirements. Credit: AP Photo/Ashley Landis, File

Hospitals once again are sounding the alarm that their beds are filling up,
their staff contending with another influx of patients. This time, the
patients are almost entirely people who declined to get vaccines proven
highly effective at preventing hospitalization.

Caroline Maloney, a nurse for nearly 30 years who has worked at
HonorHealth's Scottsdale Osborn Medical Center for more than a
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decade, has been in the thick of the pandemic from the start. She has
seen the ebbs of flows of the virus as it surged in summer 2020, this past
winter and again now.

"I don't think the human brain can process it," she said of Arizona hitting
1 millions cases and 18,600 deaths. "I don't think when you are an
individual that you can fathom that number. It's incomprehensible."

© 2021 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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