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By Daniel Berti 
Times sTaff WriTer

The Prince William Health Dis-
trict has hired three contractors 
to help investigate and enforce 
COVID-19 complaints in the county, 
Manassas and Manassas Park.

The new employees, brought on 
in early February, will make un-
announced visits and inspections 
to businesses that have received 
complaints about not following 
COVID-19 guidelines. Each con-
tractor will cover a specific area of 
the district: east, central and west. 

If the contractors witness busi-
nesses violating the rules “egre-
giously,” they can report back to the 
health department, which can imme-
diately suspend a business’s occu-
pancy permit, according to Patrick 
Jones, an environmental health spe-
cialist for the Prince William Health 
District.

Jones said the new employees will 
first visit establishments that are re-
peat offenders that have had multiple 
COVID-19 complaints filed against 
them. The contractors will help ed-
ucate those businesses about taking 
COVID-19 precautions and could 
take enforcement action against 
them if they do not comply with 
guidelines. 

The health district has received 
more than 1,800 complaints against 
businesses and other public places 
since May, but Jones said none have 
revealed any major public health vi-
olations. Thus the health district has 
not yet taken action to suspend any 
permits, Jones said.

Major COVID-19 violations 
would include overcrowding, pa-
trons not wearing masks and restau-
rants serving alcohol past 10 p.m., 
Jones said. 

“Everybody has been very coop-
erative so far. We haven’t had like in 
some areas where they’re just refus-

ing to comply,” Jones said.
The health district could have 

hired contractors to help investigate 
and enforce COVID-19 violations 
as early as last fall. Asked why the 
Prince William Health District did 
not hire contractors for the job in 
the fall, Jones said the district only 
recently “got a viable pool of can-
didates [who] applied for the posi-
tions.” 

The more than 1,800 coronavi-
rus-related complaints lodged since 
last May were mostly related to 
mask-wearing in area businesses, 
Jones said. Of those complaints, 602 
were lodged about restaurants, 449 
were against brick-and-mortar retail 
stores and 373 were about grocery 
and convenience stores. 

The health district has been “sym-
pathetic” to area businesses that 
receive complaints because of the 
financial fallout from the pandemic, 
Jones said.

“Businesses are hurting,” he add-
ed. “We’ve been very sensitive to 
that. We’ve been very sensitive in 
our approach.” 

Jones said an additional 13 com-
plaints were received about vio-

lations in Prince William County 
government buildings. Only one 
complaint was made during a Prince 
William Board of County Supervi-
sors meeting regarding a police offi-
cer who was allegedly not wearing a 
mask during a meeting. 

Another 19 complaints were re-
ceived about violations in Prince 
William County schools, including 
15 about one specific school. 

But Jones said those complaints 
were primarily precautionary; peo-
ple filed complaints ahead of school 
functions to ensure that COVID-19 

guidelines would be followed. 
Jones said that educational out-

reach and site visits were made to 
the school by the health district fol-
lowing the complaints. He declined 
to say, however, which school re-
ceived the complaints. 

The public can lodge complaints 
about businesses not following Gov. 
Ralph Northam’s Executive Order 
72 guidelines through the Virginia 
Department of Health’s online com-
plaint portal. 

Reach Daniel Berti at dberti@
fauquier.com

New vaccine clinic opens at 
Manassas Mall: Liz Via-Gossman, 
assistant city manager for the City 
of Manassas, receives a COVID-19 
vaccine shot Saturday, Feb. 20, 
at the Prince William Health 
District’s new vaccination clinic at 
the Manassas Mall. Located near 
Uptown Alley, the clinic is open 
six days a week from 9 a.m. to 4 
p.m. Between 360 and 380 shots 
are being administered there each 
day, officials said. The closest 
entrance is the set of doors marked 
“Manassas Mall.” Look for the 
orange signs.
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Prince William Health District weekly COVID-19 report

Deaths by age group:

Note: Numbers current as of Wednesday, Feb. 24. Numbers in red for cases, hospitalizations 
and deaths were added between Feb. 15-24. Deaths in red on bar graph were added 
between Feb. 1-24. The Virginia Department of Health does not have age information for one 
of the local fatalities.

SOURCE: VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH
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“As a result, a larger number of 
deaths is expected to be added by re-
port date,” the VDH said. 

In other words, the deaths reported 
in the last few days actually occurred 
in January. The newly reported deaths 
underscore that both December and 
January were even more deadly than 
they initially appeared. 

New Year’s Eve was one of the 
deadliest days of the pandemic with 
63 deaths reported on that day alone. 

Virginia has set records for newly 
reported deaths in each of the last sev-
eral days. Across the state, a total of 709 
were reported over the last five days. 

The Prince William Health Dis-
trict, which includes Prince William 
County, Manassas and Manassas 

Park, has now lost 175 women and 
236 men to COVID-19.  

The local death toll as of Wednes-
day, Feb. 24 was 412. The deaths of 
44 local residents have been report-
ed since Feb. 15. 

Prince William County has lost 
368 residents to COVID-19, while 
the City of Manassas has lost 36 and 
Manassas Park, 8. 

The victims range in age from 
their 20s to over 80. COVID-19 has 
been especially devastating to those 
age 80 and older. Across the county, 
only 727 residents over age 80 have 
contracted COVID-19, and of those, 
143, or nearly 20%, have died, ac-
cording to VDH data.  

Reach Jill Palermo at jpalermo@
fauquier.com 

COVID-19, from page 1

Inspectors added to 
field COVID-19 complaints

COVID-19 complaints 
in Prince William County, 
Manassas, Manassas Park
Here’s how the more than 1,800 
COVID-19 complaints filed through 
the Virginia Department of Health’s 
online portal broke down according 
to types of venue:
Restaurants: 602
Brick-and-mortar retail: 449
Grocery and convenience 
stores: 373
Fitness and exercise gyms: 107
Personal grooming services: 70
Recreational sports: 62
Wineries/breweries: 15  
Religious services: 11
Indoor gun ranges: 2
Others: 173

Total: 1,864

Complaints made between May 
2020 and Jan. 31, 2021.

Source: Prince William Health District
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for coronavirus updates

By Daniel Berti
Times sTaff WriTer

Faced with mounting crit-
icism from local elected offi-
cials and community members 
over its vaccine rollout, Prince 
William’s local health district 
has revealed that 27% of its 
staffing positions are current-
ly vacant – the highest of any 
state-run health district in 
Northern Virginia, according 
to state officials. 

Of the Prince William Health District’s 102 po-
sitions, 28 are vacant, including nine public health 
nurse positions, spokeswoman Kathy Stewart said 
in a Feb. 23 email. 

Prince William, Loudoun and Alexandria are the 
only Northern Virginia locales that have state-run 
health districts. But Loudoun’s vacancy rate is 5% and 
Alexandria’s is 16%, according to Virginia Depart-
ment of Health spokeswoman Lorrie Andrew-Spear. 

Fairfax and Arlington have their own county-run 
health departments that are not run by the state.

District Director Dr. Alison Ansher said on 
Thursday, March 4, that the district’s low staff 
salaries and competition with other public health 
departments in the region are factors that may be 
contributing to the district’s high vacancy rate. 
But the district did not respond to questions about 
how Prince William Health District’s salaries 
compare to those of other Northern Virginia state-
run health districts, which have fewer vacancies. 

The Prince William Board of County Super-
visors attempted to address the issue when the 
pandemic first began in March 2020 by providing 
$300,000 in salary supplements to help fill and 
retain the district’s public health nurse positions. 

Those funds have helped fill several of the dis-
trict’s vacant public health nurse positions, according 
to District Nurse Manager Linda Wood. Still, nine 
public health nurse positions are vacant. The district 
did not respond to requests for information about the 
total number of district public health nurse positions.

Amid vaccine rollout, 27% of 
local public health jobs unfilled

PW health district 
beset by vacancies

See HEALTH, page 6

COVID-19 nearly took Titou Phommachanh’s life in 
March 2020. Now, the Manassas dad savors every day

COURTESY PHOTO
Titou Phommachanh with his wife, Amanda, and their three daughters, from left, Hannah, 7, Amanda, 
Sofie, 10, Titou and Macy, 8.

By Jill Palermo
Times sTaff WriTer

Titou Phommachanh, a 45-year-old Manassas 
father of three, says he’s trying to enjoy every day 
of March because he missed out on most of the 
month last year. That’s when Phommachanh be-
came critically ill with COVID-19, making him 
one of Prince William County’s first residents to 
suffer and survive a serious case of the illness at 
the root of the now yearlong pandemic.

For Phommachanh, pronounced “Poma-chan,” 
the pandemic began on March 4, 2020. That’s 
when he came home from his job at the Capi-
tal Hilton with a horrible headache that forced 
him to curl up in bed. A week later, he spiked 
a 104-degree fever. With COVID-19 cases just 
beginning to be identified in the Washington re-
gion, a friend who works at a D.C. hospital urged 

him to head to the emergency room. 
It was the right call. A day later, on Thurs-

day, March 12, 2020, Phommachanh’s condition 
had deteriorated to the point that his doctors at 
Inova Fairfax Hospital placed him on a respira-
tor. By that time, Phommachanh been tested for 
COVID-19, but it would be take three more days 
– and another test – before his doctors learned he 
had the novel coronavirus. 

For his Titou’s Phommachanh’s wife, Aman-
da Phommachahn, those first few days of March 
2020 were especially harrowing. Because it took 
so long to process her husband’s COVID-19 test – 
a common problem that would remain for months 
-- he wasn’t eligible for the limited and still exper-
imental treatments then available for COVID-19.

See RECOVERY, page 2

A year later, a recovery story
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Loudoun’s local contribution 
nearly double Prince William’s

State-run health districts in Virginia 
receive 55% of their funding from the 
state and 45% in local matching funds 
from the counties and cities they serve. 
But localities can elect to contribute lo-
cal funds above the state requirement. 

Some, like Loudoun and Alex-
andria, have contributed far more 
to their local health district’s than 
Prince William. Both Loudoun and 
Alexandria’s local funding exceeded 
$7 million in 2021. Prince William 
County, which serves a larger popu-
lation than both Loudoun and Alex-
andria, provided only $3.6 million to 
the health district in 2021. 

The Prince William Health Dis-
trict’s local funding has declined 
sharply over the last decade, even as 
the county has added nearly 100,000 
new residents. The county’s local 
funding of the health district peaked 
in 2008 at $5.3 million before being 

cut in the years following the Great 
Recession, county documents show. 

The district’s funding steadily de-
clined beginning in 2009 to a low of 
$3.2 million per year in 2016. That is 
where it remained until 2021 when 
the board approved new spending 
for public health nurse salaries, the 
first significant local budget increase 
for the district since the recession. 
Contractors filling some 
positions 

Wood, the health district’s nurse 
manager, said the district is relying 
on some contracted positions and 
volunteer positions to fill the gaps in 
the district’s unfilled positions. The 
health district has hired two part-
time nurse contractors and relies 

on volunteers from the Medical Re-
serve Corps to help administer the 
vaccine. 

Ansher said, however, that con-
tractors “are less familiar with pub-
lic health [and] make it difficult to 
maintain essential services while 
also responding to COVID-19.”

Wood added that she believes 
the district “would not have been 
able to respond to the [COVID-19 
pandemic]” even if the district were 
fully staffed. But the health district 
did not respond to questions about 
whether the district would have been 
in a better position to respond to the 
crisis if the district had been fully 
staffed.

NOTICE TO THE PUBLIC 
Public Comment for Proposed Changes to the Prince William County 

Public Housing Agency (PHA) Administrative Plan 
 
The Prince William County Office of Housing and Community Development (OHCD) is 
proposing changes to the PHA Administrative Plan. The Draft Plan was developed in 
partnership with Nan McKay, were updates were made to ensure compliance with 
current HUD regulations. The Draft Plan is in compliance with the Code of Federal 
Regulations 24 CFR Part 982 and 24 CFR Part 983.   
 
Copies of the Draft Plan will be made available for public review on or about September 
18, 2020 through the OHCD website at www.pwcgov.org/housing/reports 
 
This notice provides the public an opportunity to examine and comment on the 
proposed changes.  Anyone wishing to comment on the proposed changes should do 
so in writing to Prince William County Office of Housing and Community Development, 
15941 Donald Curtis Drive, Suite 112, Woodbridge, VA 22191; or email comments to 
klawson@pwcgov.org; or attend the virtual public information hearing.  Written/email 
comments must include the name and address of the person submitting the comment.   
 
A Public Comment Meeting to receive comments on the Draft Plan and to solicit input 
from citizens will be accomplished on 
 

Wednesday, September 23rd, 2020 at 9:00 AM. 
Joining by phone by calling toll free 1-202-860-2110 

Access code: 172 150 9664 
 
Non-English speaking residents and citizens with speech, sight, or hearing impairments 
who wish to review the documents or comment at the public meetings should contact 
the Prince William County Office of Housing & Community Development five days in 
advance at 703-792-8313.  Each request will be considered individually according to the 
type of assistance required, the availability of resources, and the financial ability of the 
County to provide accommodation. 
 
Written comments may be submitted for the record until 5:00 p.m. November 2, 2020.  
Written comments should be addressed to:  Billy J. Lake, Director, Office of Housing 
and Community Development, Dr. A. J. Ferlazzo Building, 15941 Donald Curtis Drive, 
Suite 112, Woodbridge, VA  22191-4291 or you can e-mail your comments to 
blake@pwcgov.org.  
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OPEN COMMENT PERIOD & 
NOTICE OF AVAILABILITY OF DRAFT

PRINCE WILLIAM AREA
(Prince William County; Cities of Manassas and Manassas Park)

CONSOLIDATED HOUSING AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT ANNUAL ACTION PLAN
FEDERAL FISCAL YEAR 2021 (FY2022)

All citizens and interested parties of the Prince William Area are hereby notified that effective March 
11, 2021, the draft plan is available for public review and comments. Copies of the plan are available 
for public viewing at regional libraries and County/City government centers. To request a copy of the 
draft Annual Action Plan for Federal Fiscal Year 2021 (FY22), call 703-792-7531 or visit our website at 
www.pwcgov.org/housing
Informational briefings of the plan will take place virtually on:

Wednesday, March 17, 2021 at 8:30 a.m. Wednesday, March 24, 2021 at 1:00 p.m.

https://pwc-doit.webex.com/pwc- doit/j.php?
MTID=m27c2379c2fd5cf93f35b8a912225168b

https://pwc-doit.webex.com/pwc- doit/j.php?M
TID=m523b5f591034348818a1dabb8ece577b

Meeting number: 160 460 7341
Password: sCtU43rt

Host key: 140431

Meeting number: 160 727 4731
Password: pSj7A7qP

Host key: 447052

Call In:
+1-202-860-2110 United States Toll 

(Washington D.C.) 
+1-415-655-0001 US Toll

Call in:
+1-202-860-2110 United States Toll 

(Washington D.C.)
+1-415-655-0001 US Toll

Access code: 1604607341 Access code: 1607274731

The draft plan, documents housing and non-housing needs, outlines available resources and presents 
a one- year plan for using Federal Fiscal Year 2021 (FY22) funds. According to the National Affordable 
Housing Act of 1990, as amended, communities, which receive Federal housing funds, must submit this 
multi-year plan to the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD).
Citizens and other interested parties are urged to attend the informational meetings and/or submit written 
comments, by no later than midnight, April 9, 2021.
Non-English-speaking residents and citizens with speech, sight, or hearing impairments who wish to 
review the documents or comment at the public meetings should contact the Prince William County Office 
of Housing & Community Development five days in advance at 703-792-7531. Virginia Relay enables 
people who are deaf, hard of hearing, deaf/blind, or have difficulty speaking to communicate by TTY (text 
telephone) or another assistive telephone device with anyone who uses a standard phone. Anyone can 
make a Virginia Relay call by dialing 7-1-1. Each request will be considered individually according to the 
type of assistance required, the availability of resources, and the financial ability of the County to provide 
accommodation.
For more information concerning any of the above call Kim Lawson at (703) 792-7531. Written comments 
should be directed to:

PWC Office of Housing and Community Development 
Attn: Kimberly Lawson, Administrative Coordinator

15941 Donald Curtis Drive, Suite 112 
Woodbridge, Virginia 22191-4291 

klawson@pwcgov.org

HEALTH, from page 1

See HEALTH, page 7

Dr. Alison Ansher, director of the 
Prince William Health District
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 Peter and the Wolf  
and More!

Manassas Ballet theatre

For more info: manassasballet.org 
info@manassasballet.org • (703) 257-1811

Manassas Ballet Theatre is funded in part by the National Endowment for the Arts,  
the Virginia Commission for the Arts, Prince William County, and the City of Manassas @manassasballettheatre
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Tickets starting at $35
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Streaming Starts Saturday, 3/27 at 7:30 pm EDT
https://vimeo.com/ondemand/peterandthewolfmore

Still on state lawmakers’ to-do list: dealing with feral cats
By Cher Muzyk 

Contributing Writer 
Of all the things the Virginia 

General Assembly accomplished in 
its 2021 session, which wrapped up 
on Feb. 28, addressing the state’s fe-
ral cat problem was not one of them. 
A bill that sought to take the small 
step of clarifying that it’s legal to 
trap, neuter and release feral cats 
was tabled until next year. 

The bill’s sponsor, state Sen. Lyn-
wood W. Lewis Jr., D- 6th, intro-
duced SB 1390 to acknowledge that 
several “TNR programs,” as they are 
called, are already being used to help 
control the feral cat population in 
locales such as Fairfax, Richmond, 
Lynchburg, and many smaller com-
munities along the Eastern Shore. 
The bill also sought to clarify that 
the practice is legal so that publicly 
funded animal control efforts might 
be able to assist in such efforts.

But Lewis’s measure ran up 
against opposition from other 
groups, including the Virginia So-
ciety of Ornithology and the Amer-
ican Bird Conservancy, which con-
tend the bill promotes the release of 
feral cats into Virginia’s outdoors, 
endangering native birds and other 
small mammals. 

At the state House of Delegates 
committee hearing during which 
Lewis’s bill was tabled, he noted that 
feral cats continue to be a problem 
around the state, and that opponents 
to TNR programs have offered no 
real solutions. 

“You just need to look around 
your communities and see that [fe-
ral cats are] a significant community 
problem,” Lewis said. “This discus-
sion has been going on for years. 
[Those in opposition] have never 
offered any alternative other than 
the status quo and the status quo is 
a problem.” 

The chair of the House sub-
committee, Del. Wendy Gooditis, 

D-10th, agreed. “My question for the 
groups in opposition is, if not this, 
then what?  The cats are out there. 
They are out there killing the birds 
and killing the wildlife and possibly 
spreading disease. If we aren’t try-
ing to neuter them and release them, 
then what?”   
Nonprofit sterilizes 275 
‘community cats’ locally in 2020

In Prince William County, feral 
cats live in urban areas, rural land-
scapes and everywhere in between. 
But the county takes the position 
that it is illegal for a municipality to 
directly participate in a TNR pro-
gram, feral cat advocates say. 

“Currently, the Prince William 
County Animal shelter is not al-
lowed to offer a TNR program as a 
resource to our community, so peo-
ple contact SADSAC,” said Sherry 
Meier, president of Save a Dog, Save 

a Cat (SADSAC).  SADSAC is a 
nonprofit, all-volunteer organization 
operating a TNR program in Prince 
William County. 

While he could not comment spe-
cifically on the failed legislation, 
Anthony Cleveland, division chief 
of Prince William County Ani-
mal Control Bureau, said that “any 
changes to the allowance of TNR 

on a statewide level would certainly 
impact the operations of the Animal 
Control Bureau.” 

Without those changes, the task of 
controlling the feral cat problem in 
Prince William County continues to 
be left to the Herculean efforts of a 
patchwork of volunteers with little to 
no assistance or acknowledgement 
from state or local governments.  

Vonnie Ivers, a Nokesville res-
ident, has been volunteering with 
SADSAC for more than 10 years. 
Ivers has been called an “angel and 
a saint” by desperate residents, busi-
nesses, and even homeowners’ as-
sociations that have called on SAD-
SAC to help with out-of-control cat 
populations.  

According to Ivers, SADSAC had 
275 “community cats” sterilized and 
returned to their outdoor caretakers 
via its TNR program in 2020.

Ivers, who has maneuvered under 
decks, reached into drainpipes and 
climbed into dumpsters to capture 
cats and kittens in need, said she is 
disappointed Lewis’s bill failed be-
cause it would have “taken some of 
the burden off of self-funded volun-
teer organizations like SADSAC.”  

“If TNR becomes legal, public 
shelters and rescues can offer people 
a solution to cat overpopulation and 
then volunteers like me can priori-
tize the sick or injured kittens,” she 
said. 

Reach Cher Muzyk at cmuzyk@
gmail.com

PHOTOS BY SADSAC VOLUNTEER VONNIE IVERS.
Nonprofit Save a Dog, Save a Cat trapped, sterilized and returned 275 
“community cats” in Prince William County in 2020.

The Prince William Health Dis-
trict has also hired more than 100 
contractors, most of whom work 
virtually, to assist in COVID-19 
contact tracing and investigations, 
according to Sean Morris, the dis-
trict’s COVID-19 epidemiologist. 
But Morris said those positions are 
not related to filling existing vacan-
cies in the health district.

Health district officials have con-
sistently refused to directly answer 
questions about why the district has 
so many vacancies, or about what 
impact those vacancies have had on 
their ability to effectively perform 
COVID-19 testing and vaccinations. 
Criticism over 
pandemic response

The health district has come un-
der increased scrutiny from local 
elected officials and community 
members for its lagging vaccination 
rates, which are among the lowest 
in Northern Virginia. The district 
also fell behind on COVID-19 test-

ing early in the pandemic, prompt-
ing criticism elected officials and 
community members. 

In the last two weeks, the health 
district opened a vaccine clinic at the 
Manassas Mall as well as the old Gan-
der Mountain site near the Potomac 
Mills. The latter was held up for sev-
eral weeks by negotiations. Because 
of a lack of staffing, the health district 
cannot keep all three of its vaccination 
sites – Beacon Hall, the Manassas 
Mall site and the old Gander Moun-
tain site -- open at the same time, ac-
cording to Sean Johnson, a contractor 
who was hired to help the health dis-
trict during the vaccine rollout.

Supervisor Pete Candland, 
R-Gainesville, said that the lack of 
information provided about vacci-
nations in the county had become a 
sore point for board members.

“Most of the time, the board of 
county supervisors are the absolute 
last people to know what’s going 
on,” Candland said.” 

Reach Daniel Berti at dberti@
fauquier.com
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By Daniel Berti 
Times sTaff WriTer 

With less than two weeks until 
the Virginia Democratic primary, 
31st District House candidate Rod 
Hall is boasting a lengthy list of en-
dorsements from local leaders in a 
four-way race for the seat occupied 
by incumbent Del. Elizabeth Guz-
man, who is also seeking re-elec-
tion. 

Hall, 44, has received far more 
local endorsements than any oth-
er candidate in the race, including 
endorsements from two local state 
senators, two local delegates, two 
Prince William supervisors, two 
Prince William school board mem-
bers, three Dumfries town council 

members and the mayors of Manas-
sas, Occoquan and Dumfries.  

Guzman, 48, also has a lengthy 
list of endorsers. But only four 
elected officials of the 24 that have 
endorsed her represent parts of 
Prince William County. Guzman 
said in an interview Monday she 
is more focused on receiving the 
endorsement of 31st District voters.  

“For me, the key people that are 
going to endorse me are the people 
of the 31st District,” Guzman said. 

By Cher Muzyk 
ConTribuTing WriTer 

The Brood X cicadas have arrived, 
but Prince William County has most-
ly missed out on the action. While ar-
eas in Northern Virginia, Washing-
ton, D.C., and Maryland have been 
inundated by hordes of periodical 
cicadas climbing trees, clumsily fly-
ing around and loudly singing their 
mating songs, the county has largely 
been excluded from Brood X.  

Periodical cicadas started to 
emerge in the region within the last 
couple weeks after spending 17 years 
developing underground. Many areas 
have felt the impact of huge numbers 
of the large, beady-eyed bugs. 

Manassas Park resident Shara 
Hicks said she visited her moth-
er, Phillis Cooke, in Montgomery 
County, Maryland, this week and 
found so many cicadas that she had 

to walk gingerly down the street to 
avoid stepping on them. Cicadas 
completely covered the netting she 
put up earlier this month to protect 
a young fig tree from cicada dam-
age. To enjoy being outside, Cooke 
erected a tent so she can sit outside 
without being swarmed.   
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SPORTS: Osbourn Park, Woodbridge, Colgan and Brentsville softball teams flexing muscles in their districts. See page 9.
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People line up for the COVID-19 vaccine outside the Manassas Park Community 
Center during a recent walk-in clinic.

Mobile clinics continue in hope of reaching herd immunity

Vaccine push targets hesitancy

By Daniel Berti  
Times sTaff WriTer  

After waiting for nearly an hour 
in line, Mark Thomas strolled out of 
Manassas Park community center 
on May 6 wearing his bright yellow 
construction vest and dusty work 
boots. He had just received his sec-
ond shot of Moderna.   

The 55-year-old concrete con-
struction worker from Gainesville 
said he initially had reservations 
about getting a COVID-19 vaccine, 
but his wife and two daughters 
changed his mind. One of his daugh-
ters has asthma, potentially putting 
her at a higher risk for severe side 
effects of the virus, he said.   

“I wasn’t crazy about getting it. I’m 
glad I did now, though,” Thomas said.  

Getting the vaccine isn’t very pop-
ular among his co-workers though. 
Thomas said only three people on 
his 15-person construction crew had 
received the vaccine because they 

are worried about the side effects or 
don’t think the vaccine will be effec-
tive against the virus.  

“In the long run, if it keeps you 
out of the hospital and keeps you 
from dying, I’ll talk to them. But a 
lot of people just don’t believe in it,” 
Thomas said.   

Vaccination status 
At least one dose 
Prince William: 49% 
Manassas: 49% 
Manassas Park: 43.6% 
Virginia:  53.6% 

Fully vaccinated 
Prince William: 38.9% 
Manassas: 38%
Manassas Park: 34.4% 
Virginia:  43%

SOURCE: VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT 
OF HEALTH AS OF MAY 26. 

See VACCINES, page 2

Where are the cicadas? 

PHOTO BY CHER MUZYK
Cindy Smith, an associate professor 
of environmental science at George 
Mason University, takes a picture of 
a cicada at Lake Ridge Park.

Turns out, Prince William 
mostly missed Brood X

See CICADAS, page 7

Delegate candidates 
tout endorsements, 

experience 

Rod 
Hall

Del. Elizabeth 
Guzman

See DELEGATES, page 4

Long-awaited new library 
opens in Manassas

SEE PAGE 8
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Staff Reports
After declining to new 2021 lows last week, 

the local rate of COVID-19 infections per capita, 
while still low, crept up a bit over the past week – 
rising from 3 infections per 100,000 residents to 
5.4. Also, the Prince William Health District has 
reported four additional COVID-19 deaths, bring-
ing the county’s death toll to a new milestone: 500.   

The latest local fatalities included three men and 
one woman. One was in their 30s, bringing the num-
ber of local residents lost to COVID-19 between the 
ages of 30 and 39 to 10. Across Virginia, a total of 
92 people in their 30s have died due to COVID-19 
since the pandemic began, according to VDH data.   

The other recent local deaths included one 
person in their 50s, bringing the death toll in 
that age group to 59, and two people in their 70s. 
Prince William County, Manassas and Manassas 
Park have so far lost 141 people in their 70s to 
COVID-19, according to VDH.   

All four of the recent victims were residents of 
Prince William County. The total local death toll 
is now 558, and includes 500 residents of Prince 
William County, 47 of the City of Manassas and 
11 of Manassas Park.   
Local cases   

The Prince William Health District is now re-
porting an average of 25 cases a day, up from 18 

last weekend or an increase of about 41%. The rate 
of infection per capita, however, is still in the “low” 
range at 5.4 cases per capita. Anything below 10 
cases per 100,000 residents is considered low.    

Across the state, however, confirmed cases 
have declined from last week to 464 per day, a 
drop of 34%. This is also 64% lower than the pre-
vious low of 2021, and 61% below the summer 
highs of 2020, according to the RAND Corpora-
tion, which analyzes the pandemic in Virginia.   

Cases are declining or plateauing in all of Vir-
ginia’s local health districts -- a first since the 
University of Virginia’s Biocomplexity Institute 
began reporting trajectories, the institute’s most 
recent report said.   

The numbers suggest that the vaccinations 
and ongoing vigilance by Virginia residents have 
overcome the rise in more contagious variants, 
even though the B.1.1.7 variant, which originat-
ed in the United Kingdom, now accounts for just 
over 80% of the samples sequenced in Virginia, 
according to the UVA institute’s May 21 report.   

All five “variants of concern” have been detected in 
Virginia. According to the Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention, the U.K. variant is most prevalent 
in the region (which includes Delaware, Washington, 
Maryland, Pennsylvania and Virginia), but variants 
from Brazil, South Africa, California, New York and 
India have all been detected through genomic testing.    

Hospitalizations   
There were four local hospitalizations for 

COVID-19 in the past week, those of one resident 
in their 30s, two in their 60s and one age 80 or 
older, according to VDH data.   

Across the state, the number of people hospital-
ized as of Saturday, May 22 was 561, down near-
ly 20% from the previous week. As of Monday, 
May 24, the number of patients hospitalized for 
COVID-19 had fallen even further to 503, includ-
ing 100 in Northern Virginia.
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Prince William Health District 
weekly COVID-19 report

50,885 Cases 
(Up 168)

1,875 Hospitalizations 
(Up 9)

558 Deaths 
(up 4)

3% Percent-positivity rate 
(down from 3.3%)

Note: Numbers current as of Wednesday, 
May 26. New cases, hospitalizations, deaths 
and vaccinations in red and blue were added 
between May 20-26.  

SOURCE: VIRGINIA 
DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH

COVID-19 cases tick up, county marks its 500th death   

With more than half of all Vir-
ginians having received at least their 
first dose of the vaccine, local health 
officials in Prince William are now 
turning their efforts toward those 
who are reluctant get the vaccine, 
or who face barriers to access. The 
shift comes as demand for vaccines 
has leveled off, leaving some local 
clinics and pharmacies with more 
open appointments and fewer takers.   

In Prince William County, 49% 
of its nearly half-a-million residents 
have received at least one dose of the 
vaccine, and 38% are fully vaccinat-
ed according to the Virginia Depart-
ment of Health. Still, many Virgin-
ians say they are on the fence about 
getting the vaccine, or don’t plan to 
get it at all, about 31%, according to 
a recent Morning Consult poll.  

Locally, overcoming some of that 
resistance means bringing the vac-
cine directly to underserved com-
munities.   

“We’re in that group of people 
who are not sure, or are hesitant and 
need to be convinced,” said Sean 
Johnson, a community engagement 
coordinator for the Prince William 
Health District.   

Since the beginning of April, the 
Prince William Health District has 
vaccinated an estimated 6,000 resi-
dents at mobile or “pop-up” clinics 
focused on communities with low-
er vaccination rates identified by 
census tract-level data. Prior to the 
events, teams of workers canvas sur-
rounding neighborhoods with flyers 
and information to spread the word.  

The key to reaching people in 
underserved communities with the 
vaccine is “convenience and the 
ability to have it in their neighbor-
hood,” Johnson said.  

George Mason University’s Ma-
son and Partners, or MAP, Clinic in 
Manassas Park, is also hosting mo-

bile vaccination clinics in coordina-
tion with the Prince William Health 
District. The MAP Clinic serves 
underserved, uninsured and other 
vulnerable populations in Prince 
William and Fairfax.   

MAP Clinic co-director Rebec-
ca Sutter said Monday that after 
months of mass vaccination clinics 
held at the Manassas Park Commu-
nity Center, the clinic hit what she 
calls “the hesitancy wall.”   

“We did all the mass vaccinations 
for those early adopters, the ones that 
were ready and primed and wanted 
it. And then we got the approvals for 
the 12- to 15-year-olds, and we had 
the second wave of early adopters 
that were really excited to get this. 
But from here on out, I think it’s re-
ally going to be about getting into 
those communities,” Sutter said.   

Sutter said the MAP Clinic has 
held seven mobile clinics in Prince 
William and Fairfax and has fully 
vaccinated about 2,500 people.    

This past week, the Prince Wil-
liam Health District set up mobile 
clinics at Todos Supermarket in 
Dumfries and at Nothern Virginia 
Community College in Manassas. 
For Rubidia Blair getting a Johnson 
& Johnson vaccine at Todos was 
a pleasant surprise. Blair said she 
didn’t know the vaccines were avail-
able at the Woodbridge store until 
she arrived to do her grocery shop-
ping on Sunday afternoon.  

When Blair saw the team of vac-
cine outreach workers outside the 
store, she came straight in to get her 
shot. Blair said she had already suf-
fered from COVID-19 last spring but 
was waiting to get a vaccine because 
she is undergoing chemotherapy and 
only recently received her doctor’s 
OK. Enduring COVID-19, she said, 
“was awful.”  

“I had it for three weeks and I lost 
like 30 pounds,” she said. “I really 
don’t want to go through that again.”  

Blair said she wasn’t sure how to 
go about signing up for the vaccine 
or how long she might have to wait 
to receive it. When she happened 
upon it by chance at Todos, she said 
she was relieved.  

“I just want to get it. It’s so good 
to have it right here, right now,” 
Blair said.  

Blair was the kind of person the 
COVID-19 vaccine team hoped to 
encounter at Todos grocery store – 
people who wanted the vaccine but 
haven’t yet had the time or the abil-
ity yet to get it. The pop-up clinic at 
the grocery store administered about 
170 J&J shots between 8 a.m. and 6 
p.m. on Sunday, May 23, said Mi-
chael San Juan, who was overseeing 
the clinic.  

It was the second vaccine clinic to 
take place at Todos since the health 
district began taking the vaccine 
on the road. About 1,000 shots of 
the J&J vaccine were administered 
during the first clinic in April, San 
Juan said.    

Now the emphasis is on address-
ing hesitancy. Outreach workers 
answer questions about the vaccine 

and do their best to assure residents 
it’s free, safe and available to all -- 
regardless of immigration status, 
San Juan said.  

“We’re happy to bring the vaccine 
to them and then, at the same time, 
we try to bring them peace of mind 
by answering their questions,” San 
Juan said.  

Outreach workers at the clinic 
said they hear a variety of myths and 
misinformation about the vaccine. 
Among men, getting the vaccine can 
be perceived as a sign of weakness, 
one said.  

There’s also hesitancy around 
going to a county-run or govern-
ment-run clinic to get the vaccine, 
as some are wary about giving their 
names and other information to gov-
ernment workers, San Juan said.  

“There are a lot of misconcep-
tions. But once we take the time to 
educate them and answer all of their 
questions, they’re starting to trust 
us,” he added. “We just want them to 
understand that we’re helping them 
protect themselves.”  

Reach Daniel Berti at dberti@
fauquier.com  

VACCINES, from page 1
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