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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Many thanks
On behalf of the thou-

sands of patients we serve 
each year, thank you for 
showing your resound-
ing support of home 
health and hospice care 
throughout Bennington 
and Rutland counties. 
Your vote of confidence 
in the VNA & Hospice 
of the Southwest Region 
enables us to focus on 
continuing to meet the 
needs of patients, fami-
lies and our community 
partners.

For nearly 75 years, 
the VNAHSR has been 
a constant and a cata-
lyst for change in our 
communities. Because 
you champion our 
mission, we care for the 
homebound frail elderly, 

foster the growth and 
development of children 
with special needs, and 
bring peace and com-
fort into the lives of the 
terminally ill.

We thank you for af-
fording us the privilege 
of serving our commu-
nity.

Ron Cioffi is executive 
director of the Visiting Nurse 

Association & Hospice of 
the Southwest Region

Rutland

By any  
other name

Donald Trump and 
his administration has 
decided to brand the 
COVID-19 virus the 
Chinese or Wuhan virus. 
When asked about his 

characterization of the 
COVID-19 virus Donald 
Trump repeatedly states 
that you name things from 
where they came. This is 
true.

However, I just can not 
help that sinking feeling 
that Donald Trump is not 
all that concerned with 
accuracy. History suggests 
he is most importantly 
concerned with himself 
through branding and 
blame shifting. What 
most concerns Donald 
Trump is not the virus 
and all its consequences 
— it’s the branding. His 
fear is what most of us 
know — through all his 
mistakes and missteps 
the COVID-19 is now the 
Trump virus.

Ronald Grande
Rutland

Organizers of Green Up Day 
made the decision this 
weekend to postpone the 

annual event until May 30. Origi-
nally, it was scheduled for May 2.

According to a news release 
issued Monday afternoon from 
Green Up Executive Director 
Kate Alberghini: “Green Up Day, 
by nature, is an activity of social 
distancing as citizens of all ages get 
outside and clean miles of Vermont 
roads. Trash drop-off locations 
can be managed with little to no 
close contact in keeping with CDC 
guidelines. Standing the test of 50 
years, the essence of Green Up Day, 
however, is far more than that. It 
is a sense of commitment to where 
we live and each other, it is about 
healthy surroundings, and it is about 
connecting our communities with a 
goal for common greatness.”

Vermont is believed to have the 
oldest statewide yearly clean-up event 
in the country.

But here’s the beautiful thing 
— literally.

In these days of self-isolation, many 
Vermonters have been taking daily 
walks through neighborhoods and 
back roads. In fact, our own news 
staff has seen (and participated 
in) impromptu roadside cleanups 
during the last few weeks. They have 
been taking it upon themselves, in 
these uncertain and grim times, to 
tackle grime and littering.

Sure, the tires are still out there 
waiting for the Green Up crews. But 
a vast percentage of our state’s roads 
and highways have been looking 
good. Hopefully, in fact, that when 
Green Up rolls around on Memorial 
Day weekend, there will be far less to 
do.

It is inspiring to see Vermonters 
getting out, exercising, welcoming 
one another (from afar, of course) 
and taking pride in their state.

It is probably no exaggeration 
to suggest that one this pandemic 
is done, many Vermonters will be 
healthier than when it started. 
And their neighborhoods will be 
more tidy, and there will a sense of 
community pride.

No one wants to believe that this 
pandemic, with all the trauma, 
tragedy and economic hardship, 
has a silver lining. But it does 
for the environment, and we are 
taking advantage of it right here.

Elsewhere in the world, there have 
been reports of massive reductions 
in air pollution from industrial 
complexes that have been shut 
down. Smog in Los Angeles has 

dissipated so much, the novelty of 
photographing the skyline there 
without a haze has become its own 
internet sensation. In Italy, locals 
have reported dolphins swimming 
in the canals in Venice. And satellite 
imagery from space confirms, the 
atmosphere is significantly cleaner 
today than it was a month ago.

But all this change has also led to 
some unexpected consequences. As 
industries, transport networks and 
businesses have closed down, it has 
brought a sudden drop in carbon 
emissions. Compared with this time 
last year, levels of pollution in New 
York have reduced by nearly 50% 
because of measures to contain the 
virus.”

The report noted that in China, 
emissions fell 25% at the start of 
the year as people were instructed 
to stay at home, factories shuttered 
and coal use fell by 40% at China’s 
six largest power plants since the last 
quarter of 2019.

The Guardian stated: “Only an 
immediate and existential threat 
like COVID-19 could have led to 
such a profound change so fast ... 
A global pandemic that is claiming 
people’s lives certainly shouldn’t 
be seen as a way of bringing about 
environmental change either. For 
one thing, it’s far from certain how 
lasting this dip in emissions will 
be. When the pandemic eventually 
subsides, will carbon and pollutant 
emissions ‘bounce back’ so much 
that it will be as if this clear-skied 
interlude never happened? Or could 
the changes we see today have a 
more persistent effect?”

It is hard to know.
While Mother Earth gets a break, 

the rest of us remain on pins and 
needles, living in a haze of anxiety 
and uncertainty about how this 
pandemic plays out — and for how 
long.

Right now, most models, even 
with social distancing to “flatten the 
curve,” suggest several more weeks 
of self-isolation at a minimum.

In the meantime, we admire the 
landscape, gardens and lawns as the 
“other stick season” makes way for 
the greening up of spring.

In her release, Alberghini wrote, 
“Green Up is a well-loved event 
that will bring some normalcy to 
our communities and will help 
contribute to the physical, social 
and mental health of Vermonters as 
much as their Green Up activities 
will help beautify our state.”

Who could ask for more right 
now?

Greening up

Telehealth and 
telemedicine 
have been on 

my radar for years. 
The concept seemed 
perfect for patients 
allowing them the 
highest quality 
care from the 
convenience of 
their home.

As the 
coronavirus outbreak 
escalated in Vermont, 
I realized that virtual 
health care could be a 
lifesaving alternative, 
one that clearly could 
make a huge impact on 
Community Health’s 
ability to reach the 
widespread commu-
nity that we serve in 
Rutland and Addison 
counties while allowing 
our most vulnerable 
and senior popula-
tion to maintain the 
needed separation.

When COVID-19 
reached us in Rutland 
a few weeks ago, I 
knew that Community 
Health’s Telehealth 
program that we had 
begun last year in the 
Fair Haven school dis-
trict needed to be pri-
oritized, expanded and 
rapidly integrated into 
all of our practices. We 
needed telemedicine 
at Community Health’s 
five locations, quickly.

Whether it was good 
fortune, or incredible 
foresight on behalf of 
our board of direc-
tors, a telemedicine 
consultant had joined 
our organization in 
January and was fully 
involved in planning 
our new service line. 
“How fast can we 
launch telemedicine 
in our clinical prac-
tices?” I asked our 
medical team and the 
answer was startling. 
Community Health’s 
Associate Medical 
Director of Express 
Care Jennifer Hanson 
assured me all five 
practices would be 
using telemedicine in 
two days. And in 48 
hours, the telemed-
icine infrastructure 
was launched to 
all five Community 
Health locations.

Starting with a few 
providers at each 
location, training 
sessions were sched-
uled to introduce the 
new process, technol-
ogy, policies, video 
and audio rapport, 
quality monitoring 
and administrative 
services such as 
billing. By the first 
day of operation, a 
Friday, a dozen tele-
medicine visits were 
accomplished. On 
Monday, another 20 
took place, and a week 
later 200 patients and 
provider meetings 
were to occur by video 
connection in a single 
day. More recently, 
over 400 virtual visits 

were completed in 
one day, representing 
about two-thirds 
of the number of 
patients we typically 
see in a day.

As a team we coor-
dinated the 
staff training, 
installation 
of technology 
and adjusted 

our usual workflow 
to accommodate this 
new delivery service 
and made sure that 
the service was up and 
running properly.

While it may seem 
like a simple transi-
tion, telemedicine is 
a lot different from 
having a Facetime 
conversation with 
your family member. 
Since only a few of 
the providers had 
ever delivered care by 
video it was import-
ant to provide them 
with an organized 
process, a workflow 
that was detailed, 
the ability to capture 
the necessary visuals 
and a professional 
and private setting 
for the consultation. 
Considering that we 
were fully engaged 
in a health crisis, the 
pressure on providers 
was massive and their 
workloads exhausting. 
However, working col-
laboratively as we do 
at Community Health, 
the group training 
sessions provided 
staff with the support 
and backup needed 
to move quickly into 
this new workflow. 
Everyone was on 
the same page and 
appreciated the value 
remote consultation 
could bring especially 
to those worried 
about contracting the 
coronavirus.

Remotely, we can 
check in on patients 
who have chronic con-
ditions, do preventa-
tive health screenings 
or determine if an 
office visit is needed. 
We also conduct men-
tal health counseling, 
a service that Commu-
nity Health Behavioral 
Health has been 
offering for several 
years. Chris Chadwick, 
Community Health 
Behavioral Health 
team leader, told 
me Telehealth offers 
an opportunity for 
Community Health’s 
providers to have 
individual sessions 
with patients from the 
safety of their homes.

“The best behavioral 
health treatment 
outcomes are when 
patients have consis-
tent and consecutive 
sessions with their pro-
viders. Telehealth is a 
very effective tool in 
making those sessions 
happen,” Chadwick 
said. With the onset of 
the COVID-19 health 

crisis, we switched 
over to the Telehealth 
model for most behav-
ioral health appoint-
ments to implement 
the mandated social 
distancing. “With this 
change, many patients 
did not miss a single 
visit with their provid-
ers,” Chadwick said. 
“Telehealth has been 
a pivotal tool allowing 
Community Health 
to provide consistent 
appointments with 
our patients and 
offered opportunities 
for the providers 
to engage with the 
patients in their home 
environment.” 

Telemedicine has 
been around for 
years, but is just now 
being recognized as 
a safe and beneficial 
option for health care 
services delivery. The 
Centers for Medicare 
and Medicaid Ser-
vices just last week 
approved Medicare 
telehealth coverage 
during the COVID-19 
outbreak, recognizing 
the value of remote 
health care.

CMS Administrator 
Seema Verma said in 
a news release, “These 
changes allow seniors 
to communicate with 
their doctors without 
having to travel to a 
healthcare facility so 
that they can limit 
risk of exposure and 
spread of this virus.”

At Community 
Health we are stretch-
ing our innovation 
and creativity to 
provide the highest 
quality health care 
to everyone in the 
most cost-efficient 
way. The COVID-19 
crisis is critical and 
dangerous, but we are 
using this opportunity 
to deploy our best 
and brightest minds 
and create safe and 
appropriate services 
to everyone in our 
communities.

It took us less than 
a week to successfully 
launch telemedicine 
to all five practices 
in the Community 
Health network of 
practices, and we will 
continue to diversify 
the clinical offerings 
and remote capabil-
ities of this service. 
Telemedicine is just 
a logical extension of 
what we do.

I fully expect that 
all our primary care 
providers, including 
behavioral health and 
dental, will implement 
the telemedicine and 
telehealth offerings in 
the near future as we 
lead the way providing 
quality, affordable care 
to everyone who needs 
us.

Don Reuther is the CEO 
of Community Health in 
Rutland.

Telehealth demand surges

Don 
REUTHER
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