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Good afternoon. While it looks like a great day out there, maybe that’s what the dinosaurs also thought 
one afternoon. Asteroid 52768 (1998 OR2), first spotted in 1998, will pass within 3,908,791 miles of 
Earth today, moving at 19,461 miles per hour. That's still 16 times farther than the distance between 
Earth and the moon. So, OK, no dinosaurs will be harmed and neither will we. I hope you were not 
alarmed. 
 
However, the novel coronavirus causing COVID-19 is still here and will likely be part of our human 
experience for many months and beyond. You know that it has radically altered the way we work and 
care for our patients.  
 
There has been some progress reported in dealing with the virus but the headline is that it’s too soon to 
tell how it might alter the course of the pandemic. There are reports of human vaccine trials starting 
now in England and Germany and some in the U.S. but even if the trials show that the vaccine is safe 
and effective, it will take a long time to produce enough doses to essentially offer it to the world. There 
are very preliminary reports on some therapeutics that might work to reduce symptoms in hospitalized 
patients who are severely affected. There are also reports of testing becoming more available but not at 
the scale that we will need yet. And there are plans for contact tracing but it will take many months to 
scale that up too. So the best we can say is that there are some signs of progress and hope.   
 
We think that we will be working in essentially our current mode (social distancing, almost all visits by 
telehealth) to protect patients and staff for at least another 6 – 18 months. See below for what we are 
planning. 
 
National and State Scene 
 
Not much new to report. Some states are continuing to “reopen.” They are hopeful but the concern is 
that this will become a big natural experiment in how resilient we are and how persistent the virus 
remains. We’ll see the results in 2-4 weeks.  
 
Massachusetts remains a “hot spot” for infections recorded and deaths attributed to the virus. Some of 
the increased reporting is the result of increased testing for the virus (Massachusetts currently has the 
second highest rate of testing in the country). We may be in an “extended peak or plateau.” No cause 
for reopening Massachusetts yet. 
 
Our two counties in Western Massachusetts are still showing better than statewide results in numbers 
of cases and deaths. But we also have lower population density than much of the state so maybe this is 
a denominator effect (fewer cased but many fewer people compared to other regions of the state).  
 

https://cneos.jpl.nasa.gov/ca/


There is more testing available now compared with several weeks ago. We are continuing to refer 
testing for COVID to the local hospital systems.  
 
At VMG 
 
Meghan, Steve and I have been checking in with colleagues and reports of health systems across the 
country and we are reassured that we are doing all the right things at least compared to other Groups 
and systems. In many areas we may be ahead of the rest of the country. That’s cause for pride in what 
you have accomplished. Of course, there’s a lot more to do in adapting to our new environment of 
COVID.  
 
You already saw Stephanie Pick’s email about our work on CCM. She reports that we “broke our record” 
in March for number of CCM services. And this is, to quote Stephanie, “in spite of workflows being 
disrupted, work being done from home, and the many changes that have occurred in the past 6-8 
weeks. You have been documenting the time you spend taking care of some of our more vulnerable 
patients. Well done!” 
 
We continue to get praise and appreciation from our patients. Lisa Dumas in Radiology had this to say 
this morning: “I just x-rayed a patient who told me that she really liked her recent virtual visit.  She said, 
“That’s my kind of visit.  It was fantastic!” 
 
As you know, we’re thinking of the need to begin bringing back services, but doing that in a way that 
continues to protect patients and staff as much as possible. We’re looking at using “temporary” 
structures (i.e. tents and car ports) in our parking lots for use for lab draws, immunizations, injections, 
and perhaps some evaluation and treatments. We’re thinking of this being a priority well into the fall 
and winter of next year, as necessary, especially when we start providing flu vaccine (more on that in 
days to come).  
 
Another central idea is to find ways to reduce patient and staff time in exam rooms by doing whatever 
work can be done (gathering information and history, for example) by telehealth and reserving time in 
the building for when we actually need to see and touch patients. 
 
Of course we’ll need to have adequate supplies of necessary PPE. Val Felton and Amy Rice have been 
doing a great job keeping a central inventory and reporting on the status of our supplies of masks, 
gloves, gowns, face masks, thermometer covers, etc. (We’re stocked adequately for now). 
 
Jean Wilder in Billing suggested that it might be helpful to us and to the community to keep track of how 
VMG staff have been helping out in the pandemic (in addition to the work they are doing for VMG). If 
you have been making masks, headbands, working at food pantries, etc., and you are willing to share, 
please get me this information. We can compile and report on your efforts (we won’t reveal your 
names).  
 
 
 
Although the emotional strain caused by the pandemic really is no laughing matter, it does help to be 
able to acknowledge it and talk about it, and sometimes a humorous approach makes it more 
acceptable to discuss. Here’s something that may help: 
 



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uEMiTACTBhI  
 
 
Thanks, as usual, for all you do. 
 
And hey, hey, hey, remember: wash your hands (a lot), don’t touch your face, maintain social distancing 
(it works), wear a mask, stay home if you’re sick. 
 
Be well, 
 
Joel  
Be patient; be mindful 
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