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Official: Next 48 hours ‘critical’
for Trump in coronavirus fight

SPORTS » C1

COLLEGE FOOTBALL

IN SURVIVAL MODE

AP PHOTO/SUSAN WALSH

Dr. Sean Conley, physician to President Donald Trump, briefs reporters at Walter Reed National
Military Medical Center in Bethesda, Maryland, on Saturday about Trump’s condition.

Virus could be killing Clinch River mussels

PHOTO COURTESY MEAGAN RACEY/USFWS

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service biologist Jordan Richard has been working with a multi-agency team including experts from the
University of Wisconsin-Madison and U.S. Geological Survey to monitor, diagnose and respond to the die-off.

PHOTO COURTESY MEAGAN RACEY/USFWS

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service biologist Rose Agbalog
shows a recently dead wavy-rayed lampmussel.

WORKING
TO BUILD
MUSSELS

BY SARAH WADE
BRISTOL HERALD COURIER

J ordan Richard had barely start-
ed his job as a biologist for the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s

Southwestern Virginia Field Office,
in September 2016, when he got hit
with concerning news: freshwater
mussels were dying in the Clinch
River. Thousands, in multiple parts
of the river.

Healthy freshwater mussels aren’t

easy to spot: The mollusks spend
most of their adult lives half-buried
in riverbeds, shells slightly open,
siphoning nutrients from the water.
They can move using a muscular
little “foot” but rarely do. They look
like rocks.

“You might have a mussel the size
of your hand and you can only see
a couple centimeters of it poking

See MUSSELS, Page A4

It’s apple
butter time » D1

Herbert,
Virginia Tech

beat Duke
38-31 for
2-0 start

No. 21
Tennessee

runs streak
to 8, beats

Missouri 35-12

BY JONATHAN LEMIRE, JILL
COLVIN and ZEKE MILLER

The Associated Press

BETHESDA, Md. — Presi-
dent Donald Trump went
through a “very concern-
ing” period Friday and fac-
es a “critical” next two days
in his fight against COV-
ID-19 at a military hospital,
his chief of staff said Satur-
day — in contrast to a rosier
assessment moments ear-
lier by Trump doctors, who
took pains not to reveal
the president had received
supplemental oxygen at
the White House before his
hospital admission.

Trump offered his own
assessment Saturday eve-
ning in a video from Wal-

ter Reed National Military
Medical Center, saying he
was beginning to feel bet-
ter and hoped to “be back
soon.”

Hours earlier, chief of staff
Mark Meadows told report-

ers outside the hospital,
“We’re still not on a clear
path yet to a full recovery.”
In an update on the presi-
dent Saturday night, his
chief doctor expressed cau-
tious optimism but added
that the president was “not
yet out of the woods.”

The changing, and at
times contradictory, ac-
counts created a credibility
crisis for the White House
at a crucial moment, with
the president’s health and
the nation’s leadership on
the line. With Trump ex-
pected to remain hospital-
ized several more days and
the presidential election

INSIDE
» No course correction for
state Republicans after
Trump test. A5
» GOP seeks to call off
Senate work, but not Bar-
rett hearings. A6
» Of presidents and Ameri-
can health, history replete
with secrecy, lies. A7
» Trump’s diagnosis shows
U.S. vulnerability to virus. A9

See TRUMP, Page A5
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up out of the bottom of
the river,” Richard told the
Bristol Herald Courier.

But when he began visit-
ing the Clinch’s various
mussel shoals that fall,
he saw huge numbers of
the creatures lying fully
exposed on the surface of
the riverbed.

“Their feet were just
kind of hanging out, and
their shells were hanging
open limply, and there
were thousands and
thousands ... dying every-
where,” Richard said.

The biologist — who
now splits his time
between the Fish and
Wildlife Service and the
University of Wisconsin —
said it was “scary” to see
so many dying and freshly
dead mussels.

He was reluctant to
sound an alarm bell with-
out more data, though.

Four Septembers later,
after conducting extensive
research with a group
of colleagues, Richard
said they have plenty of
evidence that the mus-
sel die-offs have caused
a “huge drop” in their
populations.

They also have evidence
of a culprit. Through
genetic testing, the team
found a host of viruses in
the mollusks — including
one that was roughly 11
times more likely to show
up in the sick mussels.

The findings, which
aren’t conclusive, were
published several weeks
ago in Scientific Reports,
an online open access sci-
entific journal that covers
natural sciences.

The group needs more
data to confirm them. But
Richard said the results
are a promising step
toward understanding
what’s killing the Clinch
River’s mussels — and
maybe, eventually, figur-
ing out how to save them.

Ecosystem engineers
The Clinch River starts

in Tazewell County, flow-
ing from cave springs and
traveling more than 130
miles across Southwest
Virginia and Northeast
Tennessee. In conserva-
tion-speak, the river is
what’s known as a biodi-
versity hotspot: a region
that shelters loads of
unique wildlife and plants
but also faces a high risk
of destruction.

More than 100 fish
species, the most of any
river in Virginia, swim its
waters, including sport
fish such as rock bass
crappie and freshwa-
ter drum. The riverbed
beneath them supports
46 species of freshwater
mussels. Twenty of those
mussel species and five of
the fish species are feder-
ally listed as threatened or
endangered, making the
Clinch the area with the
highest concentration of
rare aquatic creatures in
the U.S.

Despite the obscure,
monotonous lives they
lead, freshwater mussels
play an active — and criti-
cal — role in the broader
life of the river, Richard
said.

“We call them ecosys-
tem engineers,” he said.

For one thing, they’re
nature’s Brita filters: The
mussels feed by sucking
algae and other organic
matter from the water, a
process that also removes
toxins and generally
cleans the water. Their
excretions produce food
for bugs, crayfish and
other little creatures that,
in turn, feed the fish. Their
shells stabilize the riv-
erbed, especially during
floods. And when they die,
the shells become shelter
for other small creatures,
like the freshwater version
of a coral reef.

“[In] places where mus-
sels are doing really well,
everything else is doing
really well,” said Rose Ag-
balog, a Fish and Wildlife
Services biologist and one
of Richard’s fellow mussel

researchers.
But for decades, fresh-

water mussels in the
Clinch and across North
America have been
struggling. Dams have
destroyed and fragmented

their habitat. Invasive spe-
cies and pollution have
wiped out large numbers
of them. (In 1998, a rub-
ber accelerant spill in
Tazewell County killed an
estimated 18,000 mussels
in the Clinch.) And for a
long time, people overhar-
vested freshwater mussels
for their pearls and shells.

More than 70% of the
continent’s known fresh-
water mussels are now
“considered endangered,
threatened or vulnerable,
with 23 species having
gone extinct from the
Southeastern United
States alone,” Richard, Ag-
balog and his colleagues
wrote in the Scientific
Reports study.

“So that’s one of our
worries,” said Agbalog,
who joined the South-
western Virginia Field Of-
fice not long after Richard.
“Mussels are really impor-
tant, but ... everything else
that depends on them —
those [species] tend to …
head downhill, too, once
we start losing mussels.”

The die-offs that started
among the Clinch’s mus-
sels in 2016 added a
bewildering new threat to
the mollusks’ already long
list of challenges. And
they aren’t just happen-
ing in the Clinch: In the
past few years, Richard
and Agbalog have helped
research similarly myste-
rious die-offs in Washing-
ton, Oregon, Michigan,
even Sweden and Spain.

“There’s a lot of this
stuff,” Richard said of the
die-offs.

Monster Energy
mornings

Agbalog said she, Rich-
ard and their colleagues
wound up looking for
diseases that could be
driving the Clinch River
die-offs because just a few

mussel species seemed to
be affected. One par-
ticular species, a large,
abundant mussel called
the pheasantshell, seemed
to be faring the worst.

“The fish and other crit-
ters [seemed] to be doing
OK — we’d kind of ruled
out the chemical or toxi-
cant [causes],” Agbalog
said. “That’s what turned
us onto thinking, maybe
it’s a disease.”

The research team be-
gan collecting blood sam-
ples from both healthy
and sick pheasantshells.
Their data would eventu-
ally show that the species
had declined by 50%-90%
at various monitoring
sites between 2016 and
2019; one stretch of the
river lost an estimated
80,000 pheasantshells
during that window.

Freshwater mussels
are “supremely easy to
catch,” Richard said, once
you know how to spot
them, it’s just a matter of
scooping them from the
riverbed. The real chal-
lenge of the blood sample
collection was everything
else, starting with the
time frame: Agbalog and
Richard typically did their
fieldwork in two-day
stretches, often working
16 hours each day.

“Usually, we’d start
super early in the morn-
ing,” Agbalog said. “We’d
go to the gas station, get a
bunch of Monster Energy
drinks and Red Bulls, slam
those on the drive, which
was ... at least an hour-
and-a-half to two hours.
And then we would get in
the typically super-cold
water in our wetsuits.”

The biologists would
then haul batches of sick
and healthy pheasant-
shells to the shore, leaving
them in the shallows or in
buckets while they set up
a table for the work. Then
it was time to gently pry
each shell open, swab it
with a little alcohol and
draw blood. They trans-
ferred some of the blood
to petri dishes and the rest
to vials stored in dry ice.
After that, they’d repeat
the process at site after
site — as many die-off
areas as they could get to.

At the end of each field
trip, Richard and Ag-
balog would rush all of
that material, still on dry
ice, to a FedEx station to
overnight it to the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin lab they
were working with. If they
didn’t make it by the 7:30
p.m. mailing deadline,
they’d either have to find
a freezer that could store
the samples at roughly

109 degrees Fahrenheit —
and there aren’t many of
those — or let them spoil.

“We never did miss
[the 7:30 p.m. deadline],”
Agbalog said. “We came
close a couple times.”

A possible culprit
The research group used

the lab’s genetic sequenc-
ing equipment to hone
in on viruses present
in the mollusks’ blood.
Freshwater mussel dis-
eases haven’t been studied
much, Richard said,
which meant the team
wasn’t sure what viruses
are normal for the animals
to carry. They resorted
to identifying every virus
they could.

Focusing on the 58 best
blood samples from the
hundreds they’d gathered,
the team identified 17
novel viruses present in
the mussels. They mea-
sured how much of each
virus was present in each
sample and ran statistical
models to look for correla-
tions.

The results “showed that
there’s this one virus that
we found over and over
and over again in the sick
ones and very rarely in the
[healthy] control ones,”
Richard said.

It was a densovirus, a
kind of virus known to
trigger deadly outbreaks
in a host of other inver-
tebrates such as shrimp,
crayfish, moths and cock-
roaches. “Clinch denso-
virus 1,” as the group
named this one, was
significantly more likely
to appear in sick mus-
sels than in their healthy
counterparts.

It takes a village
Richard said the results

were ideal, if not encour-
aging.

“You never hope that
there’s a terrible new
virus,” he said. “But I do
think we hope it’s a virus
[causing the die-offs].
Because if it’s a virus, we
might be able to do some-
thing about it and it might
stay more contained
within ... a smaller set of
species.”

Richard stressed that
the group needs more
information before they
can definitively link the
densovirus to the droves
of dying mussels in the
Clinch. To that end, they’re
setting up a lab where they
can study how healthy
mussels respond when
they’re infected with the
virus. Meanwhile, Agbalog
has begun making trips to
the Clinch for a more tar-
geted study of how healthy
mussels respond to the
virus in the wild.

Beyond potentially
helping the Clinch’s mus-
sels and overall ecosys-
tem, the biologists said,
the knowledge they’re
gaining through all of
this research could also
offer hope for other riv-
ers experiencing mussel
die-offs.

“The methodology [we
used] can be expanded,”
Agbalog said. “Now, when
Jordan gets a call and
somebody says, ‘Ugh,
there’s 10,000 dead mus-
sels in ‘X’ river,’ we have
the framework for how to
start looking at disease.”

Richard said he gets
more of those calls every
year — some from fellow
environmental experts,
many from people who
simply live along rivers
and notice concerning
heaps of dead mussels.

“It takes a village to look
after a healthy ecosys-
tem,” he said. “If people
know that mussels are
important and know who
to call, when they see
something wrong with the
mussels, then we’d be a lot
better off and able to do
something about it.”

swade@bristolnews.com | 276-
645-2511 | Twitter: @swadely

Mussels
From Page A1

PHOTO COURTESY MEAGAN RACEY/USFWS

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service biologist Rose Agbalog sorts through the shells of recently dead freshwater mussels
at Frost Ford along the Clinch River in Tennessee. In just a few minutes of searching, she found recently dead
fluted kidneyshell, cracking pearlymussel, birdwing pearlymussel, fanshell, Cumberlandian combshell, dromedary
pearlymussel and oyster mussel. All are endangered species. The pheasantshell population is nearly gone at Frost Ford.

PHOTO COURTESY MEAGAN RACEY/USFWS

Another way to look for freshwater mussels is by snorkeling. Freshwater mussels will often be buried
deep into the river bottom, with only a portion of their shell or siphon showing. The siphon is what
they use to feed, pulling in water from the river and filtering it. An individual mussel can filter 15-18 or
more gallons of water per day, storing pollutants in the shell as it continues to grow over its lifespan.

FRESHWATER MUSSELS
BY THE NUMBERS

Roughly 300 recognized species in North America

46 species currently live in the Clinch River, including
20 that are endangered

More than 70% of North American freshwater mussels
are considered endangered, threatened or vulnerable

23 species have gone extinct in the Southeastern U.S.

Some freshwater mussels can live for more than 100
years

What mussels do
for rivers

» Filter chemical contami-
nants and other toxins out
of water
» Turn nutrients from water
into food for other animals
» Stabilize riverbeds, espe-
cially during floods
» Provide habitat for crea-
tures like crayfish by leaving
empty shells after they die

Who to contact

To report an issue with
mussels in a river or stream,
contact the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service’s South-
western Virginia Field Office:
» 276-623-1233
» rose_agbalog@fws.gov
» jordan_richard@fws.gov
Office address: 330 Cum-
mings St. # C, Abingdon,
VA 24210

PHOTO COURTESY MEAGAN RACEY/USFWS

A pile of recently dead freshwater mussels collected
by biologists from the Clinch River at Sycamore Island,
Virginia. Biologists first noticed significant mussel
mortality on the Clinch River in 2016 on all major mussel
shoals from Horton Ford through Swan Island. Pleasantshell
started dying at Sycamore Islands in 2018. Shoals are
wade-able riffle and run stream habitat with sand or gravel.

We call [freshwater mussels]
ecosystem engineers. … They
stabilize the [river] habitat, they
clean the water, they detoxify the

water, and they feed all the food chain.”
— Jordan Richard, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service biologist‘‘

It takes a village to look after a
healthy ecosystem. ... If people
know that mussels are important
and know who to call, when they

see something wrong with the mussels,
then we’d be a lot better off and able to
do something about it.”
— Jordan Richard, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service biologist
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What to
wear: Feds’
mixed
messages on
masks sow
confusion

Weather » A10

Independence Day, July 4, is a day that families traditionally spend time outdoors, enjoying the
abundant activities we are blessed to have here in our area. As we did with Memorial Day, we will
once again give our carriers and delivery staff members the opportunity to spend this special holi-
day at home with their families.

We will not publish the printed newspaper Saturday, July 4, 2020. An online digital replica edition
of the newspaper will be available on Independence Day and can be accessed at heraldcourier.com.

The e-edition will include all regular features.
Subscribers may login to access the e-edition. Please note: The comics and television listings that

would appear Saturday July 4, will be instead printed the day before Friday, July 3.
Activate your online account today at heraldcourier.com/activate, or see the activation instruc-

tions advertisement in each day’s edition of the Bristol Herald Courier.
— Jim Maxwell, Publisher

NOTE FROM THE PUBLISHER

LOCATION #CASES #DEATHS
Worldwide
United States
Virginia
Tennessee

9,900,000+
2,500,000+
61,247
40,172

498,100+
125,500+
1,724
584

SOURCES: Johns Hopkins,Virginia and
Tennessee Departments of Health,AP

See VIRUS, Page A5

PSYCHOLOGICAL IMPACT

DAVID CRIGGER/BRISTOL HERALD COURIER

Cathy Overstreet shows the gnome garden that her grandson made while staying with her during the pandemic.

COVID-19: THE
MENTAL TOLL

Mental Health Resources
Frontier Health
» Virtual meetings and in-person sup-
port for a wide array of mental health
and family needs
» https://www.frontierhealth.org/

Thriveworks Bristol
» Now offering online counseling for
adults and children by video or phone
» https://thriveworks.com/bristol-
counseling/

Sullivan County Anti-Drug Coalition
» Services on abuse prevention for
youth, as well as intervention and harm
reduction to support families
» https://www.scadcoalition.org/
» Sherry Barnett — Regional Overdose
Prevention Specialist
» sherry@scadcoalition.org
» 423-956-6529

Area mental health specialists
report seeing increased anxiety,
depression amid pandemic

BY SARAH WADE
BRISTOL HERALD COURIER

Editor’s note: This is the first story in a two-part series
about the psychological impacts of the COVID-19
pandemic. Coming Monday: The pandemic’s impacts
on people struggling with substance abuse.

CHECKING IN

I n mid-April, Bluff City resident Cathy Overstreet
posted a simple graphic to the wall of “Corona-
virus Info Northeast Tennessee and Surround-

ing Area,” a public Facebook group she’d created to
share information about the coronavirus pandemic.

The visual, a pink chart titled “Mental Health
Check-In,” asked group members to share how they
were feeling that day by posting a heart emoji in the

See MENTAL, Page A6

SPORTS REGION

BIG BREAK?
Breakthrough for former
Science Hill star could come
in shortened season » C1

PANDEMIC
Decrease in pediatric

vaccinations concerns public
health officials » B1

As cases
surge in
US, rural
areas
seeing
increasesBY AAMER MADHANI

The Associated Press

Forgive the American peo-
ple if they’re in a fog about
face masks. President Donald
Trump and the federal govern-
ment have done a number on
them.

First there was the don’t-do-it
phase. Then the
n i c e - b u t - n o t -
for-me disso-
nance. Followed
by the local-
rules-don’t-ap-
ply exceptions.
Topped off by
Trump’s stated
suspicion that
some people
wear masks just
to troll him.

It has all added
up to a murky
message about
one of the criti-
cal tools in the
fight against the

coronavirus pandemic. And
the politicization of the to-
wear-or-not-to-wear debate is
clear in recent public polling.

To be clear: The Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention
recommends that people wear
cloth face coverings in public
settings where other social dis-
tancing measures are difficult to
maintain. Some states and lo-
cal communities require them.

But the messaging discon-
nect from Washington was
evident as recently as Friday,
when Vice President Mike
Pence defended Trump’s de-
cision to stage two big mask-
scarce gatherings in the past
week in states with big surges
in infections and, in one case,
local rules requiring masks.

“We just believe that what’s
most important here is that
people listen to the leadership
in their state and the leader-
ship in their local community
and adhere to that guidance

See MASKS, Page A5

?
ONLINE
Do you wear
a mask to
protect
yourself and
others from
transmission
of the COVID-
19 virus? Take
our poll
at Herald-
Courier.com.

BY DON BABWIN and PAUL J. WEBER
The Associated Press

For many states and counties
in the U.S., the dark days of the
coronavirus pandemic in April
unfolded on
their television
screens, not
on their door-
steps. But now,
some places
that appeared
to have avoid-
ed the worst
are seeing
surges of infec-
tions, as wor-
ries shift from
major cities to
rural areas.

While much
of the focus of
concerns that
the United States is entering
a dangerous new phase has
been on big Sunbelt states that
are reporting thousands of
new cases a day — like Texas
and Florida — the worrying
trend is also happening in
places like Kansas, where live-
stock outnumber people.

In early June, Kansas looked
to be bringing its outbreak
under control, but its daily
reported case numbers have
more than doubled in recent
weeks. On June 5, the seven-
day average for daily new
cases hovered at around 96; by
Friday, that figure was 211. As
cases rise, the U.S. Army com-
mander at Fort Riley in the
state’s northeast ordered his
soldiers to stay out of a popu-
lar nearby restaurant and bar
district after 10 p.m.

Idaho and Oklahoma have
seen similarly large percentage
increases over the same three-
week period, albeit from low
starting points. In Oklahoma,

INSIDE
» Govs face
competing
voices. A4
» Nurses,
doctors feel
strain as
virus hits
Arizona. A4
» Bar
owners
worry
as virus
surges. B5



comments: red for “great,”
orange for “pretty good,”
yellow for “okay, I guess,”
green for “starting to
struggle,” blue for “having
a really hard time,” and
purple for “I need to reach
out for support.”

Sixteen people replied.
A few chose red and
orange hearts. Two people
marked themselves as
green or “starting to
struggle.” And half of the
respondents posted yel-
low hearts — including
Overstreet.

Overstreet — who is 49
and works as the be-
havioral health network
manager for Northeast
Tennessee with BlueCross
BlueShield of Tennessee
— said she picked the yel-
low heart because she was
“feeling overwhelmed.” By
that point in April, she’d
been working from home
for more than a month.
She was also laboring to
help Scotty, her 8-year-old
grandson, with remote
learning while his school
was closed and his mother
had to work.

“I’m getting tons of calls
[from health care provid-
ers]. I’m having to school.
I’m having to make sure
we have groceries. Do we
have toilet paper, do we
have all our resources?”
she said during a May 26
Zoom call, describing how
she felt that day in April.

One respondent posted
a purple heart, the low-
est mood level in the
graphic. Overstreet said
she reached out to that
person privately to ask
more about how they were
doing.

“The reason why I
[posted that graphic] was
because I know that being
at home, people have a
risk of depression, people
that may have substance
abuse disorder have a risk
of relapse,” Overstreet
said. “It’s just a matter
of checking on people,
saying, ‘Hey, how are you
doing? I care about you.’”

A PSYCHOLOGICAL
HEALTH CRISIS

Overstreet isn’t alone
in her concern about
people’s mental health.

Over the past few months,
the COVID-19 pandemic
has upended ordinary life
and its many rhythms:
commutes and bus rides,
school days and work-
days, religious services
and social gatherings,
even fitness classes and
grocery runs.

In place of their usual
routines, people across
the country and around
the world have faced long
periods of time at home
during a crisis with no de-
fined end date. Many have
also faced job losses or
furloughs, work challeng-
es and — like Overstreet
— struggles with remote
schooling and child care.

Mental health research-
ers have begun to inves-
tigate the psychological
impacts of those challeng-
es. A poll from the Kaiser
Family Foundation pub-
lished in April found that
45 percent of adults in the
U.S. said that “worry and
stress over the virus” has
hurt their psychological
health. And in May, Dr.
Danny Horesh and Dr.
Adam Brown wrote in
the journal Psychological

Trauma: Theory, Research,
Practice, and Policy that
“the COVID-19 crisis can
and should be viewed
from the perspective of
trauma.”

“Although large num-
bers of people through-
out the world will show
resilience to the profound
loss, stress, and fear asso-
ciated with COVID-19, the
virus will likely exacerbate
existing mental health dis-
orders and contribute to
the onset of new stress-re-
lated disorders for many,”
Horesh and Brown said in
their article.

‘JUST SO MUCH
UNCERTAINTY’

Kaylee Murphy said she’s
seen that stress firsthand.
Murphy, a licensed profes-
sional counselor, works
at the Bristol Tennessee
branch of Thriveworks, a
mental health and well-
being group.

“I’ve definitely seen
people have very high lev-
els of anxiety during this
pandemic, and I’ve seen
an increase in depression
[among my clients],” Mur-
phy said by phone June 2.

She said she began
noticing those changes
around the end of March,
when COVID-19 first
reached the region and
triggered a slew of busi-
ness and school closures
and stay-at-home orders.
(Her own office began
seeing clients remotely,
through video chats, she
said.)

“There was just so much
uncertainty. People didn’t
know what to think or
how long this was going to
last,” Murphy said. “There
was a lot of fear.”

“I think that the anxiety
has [had] a lot to do with
not only the concerns
of the virus itself, be-
cause there’s so [many]
unknowns with it, but I
think it also stems from
changes in people’s daily
routines,” she said. She
added that many of her
clients have struggled
with “not being able to
socialize and make con-
nections that they’re used
to being able to [access] at
any time.”

Some of Murphy’s
clients have started to do
better at this point, es-

pecially those in Tennes-
see once the state began
reopening, she said.

“[Those] clients are able
to get out more and be
more social right now,”
Murphy explained. “They
have this hope that things
may go back to normal.”

In contrast, she said,
she’s still seeing higher
levels of depression and

anxiety than normal
among clients who can’t
get out as much — ei-
ther because they live in
Virginia, which has been
reopening more slowly,
or because they’re unable
to or trying to protect
themselves.

swade@bristolnews.com
276-645-2511

Twitter: @swadely

WINES SPIRITS

2710 N. Roan Street
Johnson City, TN

Open from 10am to 9pm
Monday through Saturday
and Noon to 6pm Sunday

(423) 232-9463

Thank you for your understanding and patience
as we adapt to a constantly changing situation.

Sincerely, Phil Scharfstein

1735 W. State of Franklin Rd.
Johnson City, TN

Open from 9am to 10pm
Monday through Saturday
and Noon to 6pm Sunday

(423) 926-2448

Curbside Service
With the ease of just one phone call, we can have

your beverages packaged and ready for pickup.

NOW OFFERING:

In Store Shopping
We have implemented procedures that follow
social distancing guidelines to best protect

our customers and employees.

Delivery
Allow one of our staff to take the hassle out
of shopping and have it delivered straight to
your doorstep. Please call stores for details.

Be Seen Safely for
ALL OF YOUR

ORTHOPEDIC NEEDS
Weekend Hours

Available in Bristol!
Monday – Friday
8:00 a.m. – 8:00 p.m.

Saturday
9:00 a.m. – 5:00 p.m.

Sunday
12:00–4:00 p.m.

(423) 968-4446
www.appalachianorthopedics.com

Bristol Midway
260MidwayMedical Park, Suite 100

Bristol, TN 37620
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Cathy Overstreet’s grandson made a gnome garden while staying with her during the pandemic.

The reason why I [posted that
graphic] was because I know that
being at home, people have a risk
of depression, people that may

have substance abuse disorder have a risk
of relapse. It’s just a matter of checking on
people, saying, ‘Hey, how are you doing? I
care about you.’”
— Cathy Overstreet, behavioral health network manager

‘‘
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FOREST HILLS MEMORY GARDENS
19415 LEE HIGHWAY – ABINGDON, VA • (276) 623-2717 • foresthillsonline.com

20% off All Graves, Burial Vaults, and
Cremation Niches and Scattering

Opening & Closing $595
Interest Free Financing
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Thank you,
William R.
Stewart,

for subscribing
to the Bristol

Herald Courier.
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LOCATION #CASES #DEATHS
Worldwide
United States
Virginia
Tennessee

27,688,000+
6,356,000+
129,289
166,587

900,000+
190,000+
2,697
1,931

SOURCES: Johns Hopkins,Virginia and
Tennessee Departments of Health,AP
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INFIELD GROUNDER

DAVID CRIGGER/BRISTOL HERALD COURIER

Mike Wooley, with Bristol Tennessee’s Parks and Recreation Department, works on refurbishing the infield at
the Avoca Little League field by spreading several inches of new clay on the playing surface Wednesday.

Book:
Trump
knew
of virus
threat

Bristol company fined $20,000

BY KEVIN FREKING and ZEKE MILLER
The Associated Press

WASHINGTON — Presi-
dent Donald Trump talked
in private about the “dead-
ly” coronavirus last Febru-
ary, even as he was declar-
ing to America it was no
worse than the flu and in-
sisting it was under control,
according to a new book by
journalist Bob Woodward.
Trump said Wednesday he
was just being a “cheerlead-
er” for the nation and trying
to keep everyone calm.

Hispublicrhetoric,Trump
told Woodward in March,
was part of a strategy to
deliberately minimize the
danger. “I wanted to always
play it down,” the president
said. “I still like playing it
down because I don’t want
to create a panic.”

Trump, according to the
book, acknowledged being
alarmed by the virus, even
as he was telling the nation
that it would swiftly disap-
pear.

Coming less than eight
weeks before Election Day,
the revelations in the book
— accompanied by record-
ings Woodward made of
his interviews with Trump
— provide an unwelcome
return of public attention
to the president’s handling
of the pandemic that has
so far killed about 190,000
Americans. He is currently
pushing hard for a resump-
tion of normal activity and
trying to project strength
and control to bolster his
political position in his
campaign against Demo-
crat Joe Biden.

In a Feb. 7 call with Wood-
ward, Trump said of the vi-
rus, “You just breathe the air
and that’s how it’s passed.
And so that’s a very tricky
one. That’s a very delicate

See BOOK, Page A9

The Robinette Co.
cited for air pollution,
certification violations

BY SARAH WADE
BRISTOL HERALD COURIER

BRISTOL, Tenn. — The Robi-
nette Co. recently agreed to
pay a total of $20,000 in fines
for multiple air pollution viola-
tions, including violating pollu-

tion standards, failing to report
some of those violations and
falsely certifying that it was in
compliance, according to doc-
umentation from the Tennes-
see Department of Environ-
ment & Conservation (TDEC).

The Bristol, Tennessee com-
pany specializes in “sustain-
able packaging,” according to
its website.

Two agreements signed July
22 and posted to TDEC’s En-
forcement Database show that

for 15 total months in 2018 and
2019, The Robinette Co. emit-
ted significantly more volatile
organic compounds (VOCs)
than allowed.

See COMPANY, Page A5

COVID-19 Cases Aug. 27-Sept. 9
Aug. 27 Sept. 9 Diff. Avg./Day

Southwest Va. 2,059 2,516 457 32.6
Bristol 115 149 34 2.42
Buchanan 97 101 4 0.28
Dickenson 63 74 11 0.78
Lee 183 234 51 3.64
Norton 26 31 5 0.35
Russell 177 199 22 1.57
Scott 148 168 20 1.42
Smyth 253 348 95 6.78
Tazewell 186 219 33 2.35
Washington 345 432 87 6.21
Wise 317 365 48 3.42
Wythe 149 196 47 3.35

East Tenn. 8,308 9,661 1,353 96.6
Carter 790 1,011 221 15.7
Cocke 622 672 50 3.57
Greene 729 948 219 15.6
Hamblen 1,625 1,698 73 5.21
Hancock 90 100 10 0.71
Hawkins 649 702 53 3.78
Johnson 403 514 111 7.92
Sullivan 1,534 1,896 362 25.8
Unicoi 216 244 28 2.00
Washington 1,650 1,876 226 16.1

Sources: Tennessee and Virginia health departments

Ballad: Testing positivity could reverse lower case trends
BY DAVID MCGEE

BRISTOL HERALD COURIER

The spread of COVID-19 appears to be slowing
across parts of Northeast Tennessee, but higher
numbers of positive tests could signal another
increase, Ballad Health officials said Wednesday.

About 1,350 new cases have been reported
since Aug. 27 across 10 Northeast Tennessee

counties, compared to
more than 2,600 new
cases reported during
the two-week period
ending Aug. 12, accord-
ing to the Tennessee
Department of Health.

The Virginia Department of Health reported
457 new cases across the 10 counties and two cit-
ies of Southwest Virginia during the past 14 days,
down slightly from recent two-week periods
when the average was nearly 500.

After peaking at 125 in early August, the number
of COVID positive patients being treated in Ballad
hospitals has generally remained under 100 for
the past two weeks, according to figures provided
by the health system. In addition, the numbers of
people under investigation at their hospitals with
COVID-like symptoms has declined dramatically
from between 40-60 per day in mid-August to less
than 10 per day for most of the past three weeks.

See BALLAD, Page A5

INSIDE
» Vaccine by Nov. 3?
Halted study explains
just how unlikely. A5
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Fierce winds
stoke explosive
wildfires across
California, West



*Savings shown over aggregated single item base price. Limit 2. Free burgers and
chicken will be sent to each shipping address that includes (64185). Standard S&H
added per address. Not valid with other offers. Expires 10/31/20. All purchases subject
to Omaha Steaks, Inc. Terms of Use & Privacy Policy: omahasteaks.com/terms-of-
useOSI and omahasteaks.com/info/privacy-policy or call 1-800-228-9872. Photos
exemplary of product advertised.

Order Now 1.855.861.4563 | OmahaSteaks.com/meals03

Ask for the Omaha Steaks Classic 64185VSC

TENDER
PERFECTLY

GUARANTEED DELICIOUS
&

4 (5 oz.) Butcher’s Cut Filet Mignons
8 (4 oz.) Boneless Pork Chops
4 Boneless Chicken Breasts (1 lb. pkg.)
4 (4 oz.) Omaha Steaks Burgers
8 (3 oz.) Gourmet Jumbo Franks
4 (3.8 oz.) Individual Scalloped Potatoes
4 (4 oz.) Caramel Apple Tartlets
Omaha Steaks Seasoning Packet
$296.87* separately
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PLUS 4 MORE BURGERS & 4
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VOCs are a group of organic
chemicals that occur in a vast
array of household and of-
fice products, from paints and
aerosol sprays to pesticides and
office equipment. According
to the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency, direct exposure
to some VOCs can irritate the
eyes, nose and throat, trigger
headaches and nausea and
even cause cancer. Outside,
they can also react with gases
in the air to produce ground-
level ozone, or smog — a dam-
aging pollutant known to cause
health problems.

The July agreements state that
The Robinette Co. has a per-
mit limiting its VOC emissions
to 99 tons per 12 consecutive
months. But one of the agree-
ments states that for six months
in 2018, the company exceeded
that limit, at times drastically.

TDEC calculated that be-
tween November 2017 and
October 2018, for example,
the company’s VOC emissions
reached 171.8 tons, more than
70% higher than the 99-ton
limit. And in both November
and December 2018, its emis-
sions over a 12-month window
climbed to more than 80%
higher than the limit.

Beyond blowing past its
VOC emissions limit for half of
that year, the company failed
to submit a report about the
violations and falsely certified
that it was in compliance, ac-
cording to the agreement. The
Robinette Co. agreed to pay an
$8,000 civil penalty for all of
those infractions.

The company also agreed
to pay a $12,000 civil penalty
for VOC emissions violations
in 2019, according to the sec-
ond agreement. For nine con-
secutive months that year, The
Robinette Co. again went well
above its 99-ton VOC emissions
limit, several times by more
than 40%.

TDEC said in the agreement
that the company took a posi-
tive step in April 2019, when it
installed a regenerative ther-
mal oxidizer, a type of indus-
trial machine, to lower its VOC
emissions. And those emissions
dropped enough that The Robi-
nette Co. would be back within
its legal limit starting in Octo-
ber 2020, the department said.

Carolyn Ferrell, The Robinette
Co.’s vice president of human
relations and community re-
lations, confirmed the settle-
ments for the violations and
said they happened while the
company was expanding.

“During that [time] the com-
pany added production equip-
ment for its printing and pack-
aging conversion business in
Bristol,” Ferrell wrote in an
email to the Bristol Herald Cou-
rier on Monday.

“The Robinette Company will
continue to operate in com-
pliance with state and federal
regulations as both an environ-
mentally responsible manufac-
turer and conscience [sic] em-
ployer,” she added.

Kim Schofinski, TDEC’s dep-
uty communications director,
states in an email that the com-

pany “regularly communicated
with TDEC” and “worked to
clarify and correct” its viola-
tions. But she also said that the
violations carried health risks.

“In this case, the potential
for harm to public health was
considered moderate due to
the facility’s location within the
community,” Schofinski said, in
reference to the 2019 violations.

Neither Schofinski nor Eric
Ward, the department’s com-
munications director, could be
reached Wednesday for more
detail about what a “moderate”
public health risk entails. But
Dr. Ying Li, an associate profes-
sor in the Department of Envi-
ronmental Health at East Ten-
nessee State University’s Col-
lege of Public Health, said that
high VOC emissions are bad
news for an area’s air quality.

“This type of violation cer-
tainly contributes to our air
quality issue,” Li said. “It will
significantly increase the risk
of bad ozone ... pollution in our
area if a lot of VOCs are emit-
ted.”

And according to Christine
Hart, manager for the Ameri-
can Lung Association’s Healthy
Air Campaign in Tennessee,
ozone pollution poses clear
health dangers.

“...ozone has a number of dif-
ferent health consequences,
like [causing] asthma attacks
and heart attacks, coughing,
wheezing — many, many dif-
ferent health implications,”
Hart said.

The American Lung Associa-
tion’s most recent State of the
Air report, which grades the air
quality of U.S. cities, counties
and states, gave Sullivan Coun-
ty a passing grade of “C” for its
ozone levels.

“But Sullivan County did ex-
perience a handful of bad air
days [recently],” Hart said.

Bad air days happen when
ozone levels in an area are
deemed high enough to be
considered a health risk to resi-
dents. Those days, Hart said,
spending a lot of time outside
can cause health problems for
people — especially people of
color, poor and elderly people,
young children and those with
chronic conditions like asthma
and cardiovascular disease. All
of those groups are particularly
vulnerable to high ozone levels,
she said.

“These limits are set very stra-
tegically to ensure that an area
maintains good air quality,” she
said of the VOC limit that The
Robinette Co. violated. “When
companies and others do ex-
ceed those limits, it is very se-
rious, because it impacts the
local air quality in that commu-
nity [and] it impacts workers’
health.”

This isn’t the first time The
Robinette Co. has been fined
for pollution violations.

In April 2018, the company
was ordered to pay more than
$60,000 in fines and damages
for about 20 hazardous waste
violations during the previous
year. And in 2006, The Robi-
nette Co. paid close to $11,000
in penalties and damages for
other hazardous waste viola-
tions.

swade@bristolnews.com | 276-645-2511
Twitter: @swadely
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“Hopefully, we can continue
with a trend to keep flattening the
curve moving forward,” Chief Op-
erating Officer Eric Deaton said
during the system’s weekly media
briefing.

However, the positivity rate
for all testing that occurs across
Ballad’s 21-county service area
has risen more than 2 percent-
age points and remained above
11% for the past week, standing
at 11.2% Wednesday, state health
department data shows.

“Hospitalization data looks re-
ally good right now so we feel like
we’re on a good trend there,” said
Jamie Swift, Ballad’s chief infec-
tion prevention officer. “We have
had some concern and some dis-
cussion if our positivity rate keeps
trending up we may start going
right back up with hospitaliza-
tions. We’re keeping a close eye
on it.”

She credited more people wear-
ing masks in public settings, so-
cial distancing and improved hy-
giene for the improved picture.

“We’re optimistic. We feel like
people are doing the right thing.
I think that’s why we continue to
focus on now is not the time to let
up,” she said. “The positivity rate
tells me there is still significant
virus in this area. If we let up any,
we’ll go right back up to that red
line on our graph.”

Seven-day testing positivity av-
erages ranged from a low of 3.6%
in Hamblen County to 25.6% in
Johnson County. Sullivan County,
which last week surpassed Wash-
ington County, Tennessee for the

most total cases in the region, re-
ported a seven-day testing posi-
tivity average of 12.6%.

The three health districts serv-
ing SouthwestVirginia conducted
almost 2,700 COVID-19 tests dur-
ing the past seven days. The test-
ing positivity rate in the Cumber-
land Plateau Health District was
5.1%, while it was 11.2% in the
LENOWISCO District and 10.9%
in Mount Rogers.

The two states reported 1,071
new cases across the region dur-
ing the week of Aug. 30-Sept. 5, up

slightly from the 1,004 reported
the previous week. But it’s well
below the preceding four weeks,
which featured increases ranging
from 1,257 new cases Aug. 9-15 to
1,807 new cases between July 26-
Aug. 1.

The Tennessee Health Depart-
ment’s website also reports the
number of patients who have
recovered from the disease and
those numbers have risen dra-
matically in recent days. That is
due to a change in reporting, Dea-
ton said.

“The Tennessee Department of
Health has modified its reporting
to align with new CDC (Centers
for Disease Control) data, which
shows most patients with CO-
VID-19 are no longer infectious
after 10 days. Previously, Tennes-
see considered a case recovered
after a 21-day period,” Deaton
said. “We can’t stress this enough
— the numbers are accurate. The
change in reporting has not mod-
ified the core data at all. I encour-
age everyone to visit the Tennes-
see Department of Health web-
site and view these dashboards
for yourself.”

dmcgee@bristolnews.com
276-645-2532

Twitter: @DMcGeeBHC
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7-Day Positivity Rates
Location Pos.%
C. Plateau 6.7%
LENOWISCO 8.3%
Mt. Rogers 10.9%

Carter 17.7%
Cocke 5.7%
Greene 15.0%
Hamblen 3.6%
Hancock 8.5%
Johnson 25.6%
Sullivan 12.8%
Unicoi 5.2%
Washington 7.4%
Sources: Tennessee and Virginia health

departments

Ballad Health 1 Week COVID-19 Snapshot
Avail.

Patients PUI Beds ICU Vent. Pos. %
Sept. 2 100 20 37 19 13 9.8%
Sept. 3 97 12 42 19 13 11.3%
Sept. 4 97 9 52 18 12 10.9%
Sept. 7 87 6 59 15 7 11.1%
Sept. 8 93 8 48 16 9 11.4%
Sept. 9 92 4 44 13 11 11.2%

Note: PUI is persons under investigation, awaiting test results
Source: Ballad Health System

Vaccine by Nov. 3? Halted study
explains just how unlikely

BY LAURAN NEERGAARD
AP Medical Writer

WASHINGTON — The suspension of a huge CO-
VID-19 vaccine study over an illness in a single
participant shows there will be “no compromises”
on safety in the race to develop the shot, the chief
of the National Institutes of Health told Congress
on Wednesday.

AstraZeneca has put on hold studies of its vac-
cine candidate in the U.S. and other countries
while it investigates whether a British volunteer’s
illness is a side effect or a coincidence.

“This ought to be reassuring,” NIH Director Dr.
Francis Collins said before a Senate committee.
“When we say we are going to focus first on safety
and make no compromises, here is Exhibit A of
how that is happening in practice.”

Scientists have been scrambling to develop a
vaccine against the coronavirus since the outbreak
began, and the U.S. has launched the world’s larg-
est studies — final-stage testing of three leading
candidates, with three more trials set to come
soon that will each recruit 30,000 test subjects.

Public health experts are worried that President
Donald Trump will pressure the Food and Drug
Administration to approve a vaccine before it is
proven to be safe and effective, a concern senator
after senator echoed on Wednesday.

“When it comes to a COVID-19 vaccine, we can’t
allow President Trump to repeat his alarming pat-
tern of putting politics ahead of science and public
health,” said Sen. Patty Murray of Washington, the
committee’s ranking Democrat.

The U.S. has invested billions of dollars in efforts
to quickly develop multiple vaccines against CO-
VID-19. But public fears that a vaccine is unsafe or
ineffective could be disastrous, derailing the effort
to vaccinate millions of Americans.

Collins said the public needs to understand the
process behind telling when any vaccine candi-
date is ready for widespread use — one that by
design is keeping both manufacturers and politi-
cians in the dark until the evidence gels.

About 150 COVID-19 infections in a study of
30,000 people should be enough to tell if that
candidate really is working — and an indepen-
dent group of experts, not the FDA, gets to do the
counting.

WHO MONITORS THE STUDIES?
Every vaccine trial is overseen by a “data and

safety monitoring board,” or DSMB. These boards
include scientists and statisticians who are experts
in their fields but have no ties to either the govern-
ment or the vaccine makers.

The top priority: watching for safety concerns,
like the one that sparked a DSMB in Britain to
pause AstraZeneca’s vaccinations and alert its U.S.
counterpart.

But this is the group that also will decide when
each vaccine is ready to be evaluated by regula-
tors.

In each 30,000-person study, about half the par-
ticipants are given the real vaccine and half get
dummy shots, and neither they nor their doctors
know which is which. Only the DSMB has the
power to unlock the code of who got which shot
and peek at how the volunteers are faring before a
study is finished.

The FDA can’t even begin to consider approv-
ing a vaccine until the DSMB says the data is good
enough for that debate, Collins stressed. Once that
happens, the FDA has pledged to bring each can-
didate before a public vaccine advisory commit-
tee.


