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Eastern Oregon hospital leader peddles virus misinformation

By EMILY CURETON
Oregon Public Broadcasting

BURNS — Conspiracy the-
ories about the new coronavirus
could be more dangerous in rural
Oregon, where rumors waste scant
resources and undermine trust in
public health efforts.

In Southeastern Oregon’s Har-
ney County, even a hospital leader
has spread misinformation on
social media since the coronavirus
outbreak began in China.

Stefanie Haines is director of
clinical services for Harney District
Hospital in Burns. Like many rural
health care workers, she plays more
than one role in the region’s isolated
health care system. Haines owns the
only fitness center in a town, which
isn’t just a gym. It’s also an affiliate
of The Wellness Way, a chiroprac-
tic company selling pricey lab tests
to diagnose all kinds of ailments.
The program also markets treat-
ment plans like the “vaccine detox.”

On her personal Facebook page,
Haines advances conspiracy the-
ories about the debunked dangers
of vaccinations, while promoting
services available through the fit-
ness center. Through memes, arti-
cles and her own words, Haines has
vilified immunizations that protect
millions of people from communi-
cable diseases like measles, influ-
enza and polio.

Before people in the U.S. started
dying from the new COVID-19 dis-
ease, for which there is no vaccine,
Haines told friends and followers,
“the flu shot increases susceptibil-

ity to Coronavirus.”

She linked to a medical study
that discusses weakened immune
systems as a result of the flu shot,
but does not reference COVID-19.

The same day health officials
announced Oregon’s first case,
Haines shared a political meme
about how “#Cornavirus [sic] helps
the Deep State,” yet another online
conspiracy theory. And as the virus
spread, killing more than a dozen
people at a nursing home in Wash-

ington state, the Harney County
Fitness Center posted an article
offering “5 ways to prevent it.”

No. 1 on that list? Get your
immune system “properly tested”
by buying a lab test from Haines’
side business. The labs range from
$200 to more than $500, and aren’t
covered by insurance. The article’s
No. 2 prevention tip: herbal supple-
ments, with a link to the company’s
online store.

Haines did not return requests
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In Southeastern Oregon’s Harney County, an official with Harney District Hospital has spread misinformation on
social media since the coronavirus outbreak began in China.

for comment on a list of posts con-
taining debunked or self-dealing
information about communicable
diseases. After questions posed
by OPB, she took to Facebook in
defense of her views.

“The items I share are for the
purpose of educating, they are
based on my opinion and I don’t
suggest anybody do anything, with-
out doing their own research first.
That said, I do not feel these con-
cepts are crazy or outlandish, they

simply align with my personal
opinion. Not my employer’s opin-
ion, my business’s, nor necessarily
my family’s,” the post stated.

The hospital also declined to
answer a list of emailed questions.
A spokeswoman sent a statement:

“Harney County Health District
neither condones nor agrees with
the personal opinions expressed
by Stefanie Haines. She is a pub-
lic employee and is entitled to
have and express her own per-
sonal beliefs. However, the views
expressed by Ms. Haines are her
own, and they do not represent Har-
ney County Health District or any
of its entities.”

Misinformation, especially
coming from a health care profes-
sional, is dangerous for a number of
reasons, according to Dr. Bob Pfis-
ter, the chief officer for safety and
quality at St Charles Health System
in Bend.

“It creates fear and anxiety,
which is painful in and of itself,
but when people are confused
and reacting to false signals like
that, unfortunately it makes them
less receptive to the actual good
advice,” said Pfister, a neonatolo-
gist who reviewed some of Haines’
claims about vaccine dangers and
COVID-19.

“Bottom line: There are no
reports of influenza vaccination
increasing susceptibility to the cur-
rent coronavirus outbreak (COVID-
19),” Pfister wrote in a follow-up
email, adding he searched five data-
bases of medical literature for any
connection.
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PORTLAND — The U.S.
Environmental ~ Protection
Agency has announced eight
new agreements with parties
responsible for cleaning up
the Portland Harbor Super-
fund Site on the Willamette
River.

The agency said it has now
signed cleanup agreements
covering more than half of
the Superfund site area, Ore-
gon Public Broadcasting
reported Tuesday. Under the
EPA’s cleanup plan, much
of the Superfund site will be
allowed to recover naturally
over time without any active
cleanup work.

The agency is now negoti-
ating with individual parties
that are responsible for the
pollution under a $1 billion
plan. The site that runs from
downtown Portland north to
the Columbia Slough is highly
contaminated from more than
100 years of industrial use.

The agency is still negoti-
ating with other parties that
have yet to sign agreements.

Federal regulators could issue
enforcement orders to require
cleanup action.

The EPA already had
agreements with the Port of
Portland, the city of Portland
and NW Natural.

The agency is still nego-
tiating with parties respon-
sible for large portions of the
Superfund site on the east side
of the river near the Univer-
sity of Portland, the Overlook
and St. Johns neighborhoods,
and along the northern por-
tion of the Port of Portland.

EPA officials said they
could not disclose which par-
ties have yet to sign agree-
ments because negotiations
are ongoing. For areas where
“good faith negotiations” are
not underway, they said, the
agency plans to issue enforce-
ment orders to require those
parties to develop remedial
design plans for the areas they
are responsible for cleaning
up.

The companies that have
signed agreements include
NW Natural, Arkema Inc.,
Bayer Crop Science Inc.,

General Electric Company,
Chevron U.S.A. Inc., Kinder
Morgan Liquids Terminals
LLC, McCall Oil and Chem-
ical Corporation, Phillips 66
Company, Shell Oil Com-
pany, Atlantic Richfield Com-
pany, BP Products North
America Inc., Brix Maritime
Co., Exxon Mobil Corpo-
ration, Kinder Morgan Lig-
uids Terminals LLC, Union
Pacific Railroad Company
and FMC Corporation, Pacif-
iCorp, Cargill, Inc., CBS Cor-
poration and DIL Trust, Gla-
cier Northwest, Inc.

The EPA credited the city
of Portland and the state of
Oregon for contributing $12
million apiece to a fund that
offered to help parties pay
for their cleanup plans. The
fund was created last year to
spur cleanup action, offering
$80,000 per acre to parties
that signed agreements with
the EPA. In exchange, the city
and state get credit toward
their ~ Superfund cleanup
costs. So far, $11.2 million has
been claimed from the fund,
according to the city.

Highway 204 to close this week

ELGIN — The Oregon Department of
Transportation plans to close much of High-
way 204 from 6p.m. Thursday through
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deaths, the Oregon State
Police have been notified and
the medical examiner will
determine cause of death. .

Puckey was admitted to

a distance of about 35 miles. Highway 204
also is known as the Tollgate Highway.

6 a.m. Friday to allow for a culvert repair. De : o
. . partment of Corrections
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Additional information is available at release date was June 23, 2021

Tripcheck.com.

SRCI reports in-custody death

ONTARIO — Snake River Correctional
Institute reported an inmate died in custody
on Sunday afternoon, according to a press

release.

Wynn Edward Puckey, 27, died at a hos-

DOC takes all in-custody deaths seriously,

the release said, and the agency is responsible

the state.

for the care and custody of 14,460 individuals
who are incarcerated in 14 institutions across

SRCI opened in 1991 and is a multi-cus-
tody prison in Ontario that houses approx-

imately 3,000 adults in custody. SRCI is the

pital in Boise, Idaho. As with all in-custody

largest correctional institution in the state.

— EO Media Group

CORRECTION: In the Page B4 story “Kennedy punches ticket to championship
game,” published Saturday, March 7, the cutline for the girls photo was incorrect. It
should read: Kennedy’s Reese Hall (12) takes a shot against Bandon during their 2A
state semifinal game Friday at the Pendleton Convention Center.
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