‘We’re all in this together
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Madison doctor helps set up state's hrwl
COVID positive respite facility for homeless

Hy liss Heisman
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of New Haven staff, as
well as Dr. Mehul Dalal,
community services ad-
ministrator for the City of
New Haven, and Emergen-
cy Operations Director
Rick Fontana, with sup-
porting medical expertise
by Rosenthal.

The site, which was the
subject of controversy in
late March over concerns

that it would endanger
both residents in the im-
mediate area and students
on their return, is the
gymnasium of New Ha-
ven's Hill Regional Career
High School, a designated
emergency shelter loca-
tion.

“If anything, this im-
proves the ability of the
city to reduce transmis-
sion of COVID-19 by al-
lowing people to isolate
who otherwise would be
forced to sleep on the

Dr. David Rosenthal, M.D. of Madison, who's been

the creation of a respite facility for

supporting
COVID-19 positive people experiencing homelessness.

street or in public areas,”
New Haven Mayor Justin
Elicker said.

“Additionally the New
Haven public schoools
have gone to great lengths
to ensure the school will

be cleaned afterwards
using CDC-approved
practices.”

[t’s the first such respite
shelter in the state.

“This is a facility for
people who are experienc-
ing homelessness, who are
COVID positive, and who
need a place to recover
and to voluntarily self-
quarantine,” said Rosen-
thal, who's spent the past
eight years working with
veterans struggling with
homelessness.

“We're not turning any-
one away,” Elicker said.
“This is an important
effort both to support the
individuals experiencing
homelessness but also to
keep the health of the
greater community safe by
ensuring that more people
have the ability to isolate if
they test positive.”

Plans for the facility,
whose operations are sup-
ported by the City of New
Haven emergency opera-
tions fund and which is
staffed primarily by vol-
unteers from the Medical
Reserve Corps, came to-
gether quickly.

In mid-March, an email
from Dalal circulated
among Rosenthal and his
colleagues.

The email “presented
the urgent problem of how
to create a place for people
experiencing homeless-
ness who aren't, or are no
longer, sick enough to he

in the hospital but have
nowhere to safely quaran-
tine,” he said.

Within a week, there
was a team of doctors and
nurses from Yale’s Nation-
al Clinician Scholars Pro-
gram, which focuses on
improving health care in
the community; as well as
colleagues involved in
work on homelessness,
including Alison Cunning-
ham, former head of Co-
lumbus House.

Together, they drafted a
100-page document out-
lining guidelines, proto-
cols and logistics, on “how
we can take care of these
people with only a few
space options,” Rosenthal
said.

“What we essentially
had to do was build a field
hospital, not really a hos-
pital, just a facility, on the
fly,” he said. “We like to
say we're flying the plane
as we build it because
none of us has ever dealt
with anything like this.”

The initiative is impor-
tant on both an individual
and a public health level,
according to Rosenthal.

“On an individual level,
we are providing dignity
and respite care to people
who are sick, who are
incredibly vulnerable and
marginalized and stigma-
tized,” he said.

“On the public health,
or societal, level, we have
an obligation to help quar-
antine people who are sick
and infectious, and who
may be moving around
and putting everybody at
risk,” he said.

“This is one of those
prime examples of how

we're all in this together.”

The gnuu"l news, Rosen-
thal added, “is that the
hospitals still have capac-
ity, so it's not as urgent,
but if this gets as bad as
New York and hospitals

get overwhelmed, this is
another outlet where peo-
ple who don’t really need
to be in the hospital have a
place to go.”

The process, Elicker
said, is that “when [indi-
viduals] are healthy
enough to be released
from the hospital, they
will be referred to and
transported to the facil-
ity.” Those not hospital-
1zed need to be referred in
order to ensure they are
COVID-19 positive.,

“1 was very skeptical
about coming here, but
the food has been superb
and the nurses and doe-
tors who are volunteering,
couldn’t be nicer,” said
Doug Bisbing, who spent a
week at Yale-New Haven
after testing positive for
COVID-19, adding that the
staff provided him with
egg crates to make his cot
more comfortable for his
bad back.

Rosenthal’s hope is that
the facility set up at Ca-
reer High School will be-
come a model,

“There’s a plan for some
of the Clinician Scholars
to circulate what we're
doing because we want

other cities and juris-
dictions to think about
doing something similar
and scale it,” he said, add-
ing that it also might be
useful for nursing homes
and rehab centers that are
converting into COVID-
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“We had our first pa
tient last week, and it wa
very clear that to make

this a more comfortable
space, we would need a lot
more stuff,” he said

Regarding donations,
“we are trying to meet
everyone’s basic needs and
to make people comfort-
able, so imagine what you
might need if you're in a
high school gym with 49
other strangers on cots for
up to 14 days,” he said.

His post on Facehook
last week yielded pillows,
blankets, sweatpants,
sweatshirts, masks, adult
coloring books, and a
chess set, as well as tab-
lets with headphones, and
Internet-enabled devices
to wat¢h TV or surf the
web.

Others have dropped off
prepaid cell phones and
phone cards “to help peo-
ple connect to the outside
world,” he said.

“Over the weekend peo-
ple were literally Venmo-
ing me donations,” Rosen:
thal said. “There is such
goodness in this world.”

To make a monetary
donation to the COVID-
positive respite facility,
visit www.columbushou-
se.0rg.

Drop offs, at the clean
zone of the entrance at 140
Legion Ave. of Hill Re-
gional High School in New
Haven, are welcome. To
arrange for a drop off.

email jharriott@newha-
venct.gov.




