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Oregon fares better than other states on virus

By AIMEE GREEN
The Oregonian

Six months ago on Fri-
day, the governor announced
reality had finally hit Oregon:
After months of the epidemic
raging in China, the first per-
son in the state had tested
positive for the coronavirus.

Since then, Oregon public
health officials have reported
more than 25,000 known
cases and more than 400
coronavirus deaths, marking
a grim and ongoing chapter
in the state’s history.

But Oregon has fared far
better than many others —
ranking 45th in the number
of overall infections per cap-
ita and 43rd in the number of
deaths per capita since the
pandemic began.

Why?

Public  health  experts
credit a mixture of geogra-
phy, demographics, public
health orders, the willing-
ness of a substantial num-
ber of Oregonians to abide
by them and even a bit of
luck. The state was the sev-
enth in the nation on Feb. 28
to announce its first case of
COVID-19, and that might
have helped shift Oregon into
high gear earlier than many
others.

“Overall, we have done
really well,” Dr. Renee

Hayley Cusick tests a person for the coronavirus at a Providence Health & Services drive-thru.

gon as well as the rest of the
nation — shuttering schools
and businesses, forcing mil-
lions into unemployment or
to work from home and alter-
ing nearly every other facet
of daily life.

PUBLIC HEALTH EXPERTS
CREDIT A MIXTURE OF GEOGRAPHY,
DEMOGRAPHICS, PUBLIC HEALTH
ORDERS, THE WILLINGNESS OF
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Idaho resident who is best
known for helping lead the
2016 occupation of the Mal-
heur National Wildlife Ref-
uge in Eastern Oregon.
Research shows masks
make a difference. Data mod-
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politically conservative state
than Oregon — may have a
much higher proportion of
‘pandemic deniers’ among
its population,” speculated
Chunhuei Chi, director of the
Center for Global Health at
Oregon State University.

“If people don’t believe
there is a pandemic,” he
added, “they will not take up
any preventive measures.”

Hindsight in 2020

For all of Oregon’s good
fortune, however, the state
might have missed several
opportunities to tamp down
spread further.

It’s become clear Oregon,
like much of the country,
reopened too early under tre-
mendous economic pressure
to do so, experts say.

The governor gave the
green light May 15 for most
counties to reopen barber
shops, beauty salons, gyms,
malls and restaurants and
bars for in-person dining as
part of her phase one reopen-
ing plan.

Within two weeks, new
infections in the state began
to surge, from 35 new known
cases a day in May to about
350 a day by late July.

Several experts told The
Oregonian that the state
reopened even though it
lacked, and still lacks, test-
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some time to prepare and in
large measure we’ve treated
this like a public health
emergency.”

To be sure, Oregon is not
Texas, Florida or Arizona —
three of the states hit espe-
cially hard by the disease.
Oregon also doesn’t have the
international connections and
population density of New
York or New Jersey, where
the virus flew in with travel-
ers from Europe early in the
pandemic and spread ram-
pantly among the crowds,
killing close to 50,000 in that
region so far.

Conversely, Oregon has
a lot more in common with
sparsely populated places
like Montana and Wyoming
than neighboring  states,
which have all been hit much
harder by the coronavirus.

Washington state has seen
66% more per capita cases
and two and a half times the
rate of deaths than in Oregon.

Idaho has reported nearly
triple the cases per capita and
60% more deaths per capita
than in Oregon.

“Idaho is kind of on fire
right now, from a case stand-
point,” Patrick Allen, director
of the Oregon Health Author-
ity, said earlier this month.

But Oregon is perform-
ing well only relative to the
rest of the United States,
which overall has floundered
in its response. The country
accounts for about 25% of
cases and 22% of deaths in
the world, but only about 4%
of the world’s population.

Oregon, for example, has
seen more cases and deaths
than the entire country of
South Korea, which is 12
times more populous.

So it comes as no sur-
prise the pandemic still
holds a tight grip over Ore-

long-term care facilities. Ore-
gon’s Latino population, too,
has been hit hard and now
accounts for nearly 40% of
the state’s known cases.

Some analysts, however,
suspect the state’s overall case
numbers and deaths might not
be as high as in other parts of
the country because Oregon
is mostly white. One nation-
wide analysis found Lati-
nos and African Americans
are three times more likely
to become infected and twice
as likely to die as whites —
the likely result of jobs that
don’t allow these groups to
work from home, longstand-
ing disparities in access to
health care and living in more
crowded or multigenerational
households.

Experts caution there’s
a long slog ahead — and
there’s still much Oregon,
let alone the country, can do
to improve until there’s a
widely accessible vaccine.

“This is really a fragile
state of affairs,” said Carlos
Crespo, director of Portland
State University’s School of
Community Health. “We can
be the next Idaho, California
or Washington.”

Early interventions

Oregon adopted sev-
eral early interventions that
appear to have helped slow
the coronavirus, providing a
leg up over other states.

Just over two weeks after
Oregon identified its first
coronavirus case, Gov. Kate
Brown closed K-12 schools
statewide March 16.

That  placed  Brown
among the first wave of gov-
ernors nationwide to shutter
classrooms.

A study published in the
Journal of the American
Medical Association later

found that states requiring
every school to close saw a
drop in new infections and
deaths.

Later that month, Brown
announced Oregon’s stay-
home order — an aggressive
move that made it more diffi-
cult for coronavirus to spread.

She took heat from local
leaders, including Portland
Mayor Ted Wheeler, for not
acting sooner. But Brown
implemented her March 23
order earlier than most others.

Before that, only four
states — including California
— had ordered residents to
stay home, except for essen-
tial needs, and certain busi-
nesses to shut down.

Brown’s order came on
the same day Washington
Gov. Jay Inslee handed down
a similar mandate. Washing-
ton’s order failed to have as
much impact, despite the fact
that Inslee lifted it more than
two weeks after Brown lifted
hers.

Some experts suspect
that’s because COVID-19
had been circulating in Wash-
ington far longer, with the
first case in the U.S. detected
there Jan. 21. Seattle’s many
international connections to
Asia likely meant the virus
was able to widely seed itself
in the region before the true
extent of the public health
crisis was identified.

According to the National
Institutes of Health, the tim-
ing of public health interven-
tions is crucial. Each day that
passes without them can dra-
matically change the trajec-
tory of the disease because
the coronavirus  spreads
exponentially.

Oregon’s eastern neigh-
bor, meanwhile, issued its

stay-home order two days
after Brown, on March 25.
Idaho Gov. Brad Little lifted
that order May 1, two weeks
before Brown.

Cases surged in both states
a short while later. Brown
issued a statewide mask
order effective July 1. Little
has shunned one — and he’s
received praise for it.

Among Little’s support-
ers? Ammon Bundy, an

whenever they go out, they’d
prevent 66,000 people from
becoming ill and ultimately
dying coast to coast by
December.

In Idaho, 58% of Boise
residents said they always
wear masks when out in in
public, according to a nation-
wide analysis published by
The New York Times from
July.

In Portland, it was roughly
75% to 85%.

“Idaho — being a more

exposed; and quarantine and
isolation policies to ensure
that people who’ve been
exposed and infected by the
virus don’t spread it to the
general population.

The state also has fallen
short in supplying a place
for people who’ve been
infected to stay so they don’t
infect other members of their
households, experts say.

“This is why we have an
uncontrollable  pandemic,”
Chi said.
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| saw the highest standard of health safety practices in effect
during my hygienist appointment today—much higher precau-
tions than I'd seen in a local hospital when having tests last
month. The new sanitation equipment and attention to patient
safety at Klemp Family Dentistry is in keeping with a dental
practice | consider cutting edge with respect to all my dental
needs. It’s wonderful having a world class dental practice here
at the coast, one where | can have procedures performed for
which | used to have to travel to a specialist in Portland. | have
been a patient of several local dentists in the past, but none
had the skill and, more importantly, the attention to patient
comfort that Dr Klemp provides.
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