
VMG COVID-19 UPDATE 
March 17, 2020 

 
This newsletter is intended to update all VMG staff about our current approach to caring during the 
pandemic. Information in this newsletter is current as of this date. It will change, often, going forward. 
We will try to publish updates at least three times per week or as the situation requires. We will also 
post these on the intranet. PLEASE NOTE: This is not a comprehensive summary of all we are doing. 
There will be further updates on these and other topics. I’m sure there will be more questions and some 
topics may require a separate “discussion.” 
 
First, thanks for your service and dedication during this very confusing and difficult time. All of us 
appreciate your efforts to provide care and support to our patients and colleagues. 
 
VMG’s Goals During the Pandemic 
 
We have several overlapping goals that need to be balanced:  
 
1. Care for our communities by taking whatever reasonable measures we can to limit and slow the 
spread of the virus 
2. Care for and comfort our patients in the best way possible, given the limitations of the pandemic 
3. Care for and comfort our staff and practitioners and afford whatever protection we reasonably can 
 
Here’s how we are initially trying to meet these goals: 
 
Slow the Spread of the Virus 
 
The first priority is to limit and slow the spread of the virus. As of now, there is no vaccine and no 
specific treatment. Because of this, we anticipate that the number of infected and sick people will rise 
over the next few weeks and months. Our healthcare system including hospitals, labs, and providers will 
get overwhelmed and be short of needed resources if the disease spreads and peaks in a short period of 
time. If we can slow the spread (what is called “flatten the curve”), the system will deal with high, but 
hopefully less overwhelming, numbers at any given time. 
 
The main methods of slowing the spread will involve seeing fewer patients in person, doing more 
phone and virtual visits, and social distancing in the health centers. Other approaches may be 
identified as we go and some of the information below will have to be modified or elaborated. The 
methods below are being implemented through April 1. We will reevaluate prior to then. 
 
In Primary Care: 

 We are canceling/postponing all non-essential visits and procedures through 
April 1 (and we may need to continue beyond April 1) 

 We will continue to see sick patients, as needed, many of these by phone or 
other telehealth platform 

o We are working on creating separate areas to see patients with respiratory 
symptoms 



o We are also working on having teams of practitioners and staff who will 
see respiratory patients 

 We are currently working on special procedures for doing lab and other tests in 
patient cars, as necessary 

 We are working on maintaining and/or redesigning capabilities for “essential 
services” such as CSRP, INR/Coumadin management, etc. 

 CSRP patients are being notified that their prescriptions will be sent to 
pharmacies electronically during the COVID pandemic 

 Patients are being informed by signage in the centers, by portal, and via our web 
site 

 
Ambulatory Surgical and Procedure Center (ASPC) 

 Massachusetts DPH has ordered ambulatory surgery centers to close until 
further notice 

 Patients are being notified and staff will either be reassigned, as appropriate, to 
other duties in the centers or will be taking PTO 

 
Behavioral Health 

 Visits are being cancelled or postponed through April 1 or are being moved to 
phone or telehealth 

 Practitioners may still see some patients in the office if they decide this is 
clinically necessary 

 Integrated Behavioral Health will continue to work in primary care seeing 
patients, as necessary 

 
Physical Therapy 

 Routine visits are being cancelled or postponed through April 1 or are being 
moved to phone or telehealth 

 We will still see patients in pain, post-ops, and any others identified as necessary 
by our therapists or primary care practitioners 

 Practitioners will still consult with primary care, as needed 
 
Eye Care 

 Visits are being cancelled or postponed through April 1 or are being moved to 
phone or telehealth 

 We will still see patients in pain, post-ops, and any others identified as necessary 
by our optometrists or primary care practitioners 

 Practitioners will still consult with primary care, as needed 
 
Optical Shops 

 Optical shops will be closed to routine business 

 Patients with urgent/emergency needs for prescriptions, glasses, etc. can still be 
seen 

 
Rheumatology 



 Routine visits are being cancelled or postponed through April 1 or are being 
moved to phone or telehealth 

 We will still see patients, as necessary, as determined by our rheumatologists 
and/or primary care practitioners 

 Practitioners will still consult with primary care, as needed 
 
Endocrinology 

 Routine visits are being cancelled or postponed through April 1 or are being 
moved to phone or telehealth 

 We will still see patients, as necessary, as determined by our endocrinologists 
and/or primary care practitioners 

 Practitioners will still consult with primary care, as needed 
 
Diabetes Education/Nutrition 

 Routine visits are being cancelled or postponed through April 1 or are being 
moved to phone or telehealth 

 Practitioners will still consult with primary care, as needed 
 
Sports Medicine 

 Routine visits are being cancelled or postponed through April 1 or are being 
moved to phone or telehealth 

 Practitioner will still consult with primary care, as needed 
 
Podiatry 

 Routine visits are being cancelled or postponed through April 1 or are being 
moved to phone or telehealth 

 We will still see patients in pain, post-ops, and any others identified as necessary 
by our practitioners 

 Practitioners will still consult with primary care, as needed 
 
Radiology 

 Mammography and Bone Density appointments are being cancelled or 
postponed through April 1 

 Mammography and Bone Density staff will be assigned to helping out with other 
modalities 

 We will remain open to VMG patients for plain films and ultrasound 
 
Procedures are being worked out for implementing all of the above and may change as we find 
problems or better ways to manage.  
 
Issues about staffing and possible “re-deployment” are also being worked out now and more 
information will be coming soon. 
 
Social Distancing Measures 
 
Here’s what we are doing to maintain social distancing for those in the health center: 



 

 We are canceling non-essential meetings and moving most other meetings to 
conference calls or other virtual meetings 

 We are trying to limit travel between health centers 

 We have moved and reduced reception area furniture (and some meeting rooms) 
so that chairs are separated appropriately 

 We are in the process of designating certain exam rooms and other areas for 
those with respiratory symptoms 

 We have placed new markings in reception areas indicating where patients 
should stand at the right distance 

 We are working on additional methods to offer the best protection to our staff and 
practitioners and we’ll discuss further as these are developed 

 Signs have been placed on our doors and information posted to our web site and 
portal, and email messages have been sent, telling patients with fever, cough, 
shortness of breath to call us instead of walking into our buildings 

 We are investigating ways to triage in patient cars in our parking lots, as possible 
and indicated 

 We have notified all non-VMG services (e.g., tai chi and yoga instructors) that we 
are closing their access to our buildings until further notice (with the exception of 
our tenants)  

 
Moving to Work From Home, Where Possible 
 
We are in the process of identifying VMG functions and staff that can be done “from home” during the 
pandemic. Managers and supervisors are working out start dates, equipment needs, policies and 
procedures now.  
 
Staffing During the Pandemic 
 
We recognize that some staff will have to take time to care for children and/or family during the 
pandemic. Schools and other institutions are closed and child care/sick care may be difficult to arrange. 
We will work with staff and supervisors to be as flexible as possible in taking care of family needs, 
without penalty. We will need to move staff around as carefully as possible to make sure we can staff 
our essential services. 
 
If You Are Sick 
 
We want you to stay at home and take care of yourself.  
 
If You Are Not Sick 
 
The best things you can do to stay well are the ones you have already heard about (a lot): wash your 
hands before and after any patient contact, before and after eating, before and after the bathroom. 
Wash for at least 20 seconds. Soap and water are best (more effective than hand sanitizer).  
 
By the way, hand sanitizer is very difficult to get now. In order to preserve what we have, we removed 
some bottles of hand sanitizer from areas where there is easy access to sinks (soap and water).  



 
There has been some confusion about other Personal Protective Equipment (PPE). Almost all PPE is in 
very short supply now. We are trying to use only what we absolutely need to perform our functions and 
to preserve the supply of certain PPE for very high risk areas in the community as well as in VMG (i.e., 
hospitals).  
 
Routine use of masks is not recommended for staff. Since the virus is mostly spread by droplets, patients 
with active symptoms should wear a mask. Certain higher risk procedures will require PPE and we will 
have separate policies and protocols for those uses. You can get further information from Practitioners 
and Nursing Leaders in your health centers.  
 
Covidquestions email 
 
Thank you for sending your questions and concerns via this email box on our global address list. We are 
trying to reply as soon as possible but it is taking longer than anticipated because of the volume of 
messages and the changing information available.  
 
This is an evolving situation. We greatly appreciate all your efforts. We’ll continue to update you on 
goals, policies and procedures as new information is available. 
 
Please remember this phrase: Be Patient, Be Mindful. It’s going to require a lot of patience in this 
confusing and trying time. Patience with each other and with ourselves is vital. Be Mindful means be 
aware of your feelings, your goals, and intentions and how they influence your behavior.  
 
Thanks again for all you do. We’ll get through this together.  
 
Joel 
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