Omicron
omnipresent

at Obici

BY JIMMY LAROUE
STAFF WRITER

Fueled by what’s likely
the omicron variant, Sentara
Obici Hospital has been see-
ing its highest number of
COVID-19 patients since the
start of the pandemic, and its
president says it will likely
see even higher levels before
the numbers decline.

Obici has 58 COVID-19
patients in the hospital as
of Jan. 6, according to the
Sentara Healthcare dashboard.
The number of COVID-19
patients at Obici has been ris-
ing steadily since Dec. 25,
when it had 18 patients, and
its newly expanded emergen-
cy department has overflowed
with people seeking treatment
in the past week.

“l don’t know what we
would have done had we
not had those rooms,” said
Sentara  Obici  Hospital
President David Masterson.
“We still had people in hall-
ways and other setups, and
surgical areas and cath areas
after hours, bringing people at
night into other areas because
our volumes hit in the evening
and at night in the emergency
room. So as people are com-
ing to the emergency room,
say after physician office
hours, that was our peak time.

“And a lot of our outpa-
tient areas are closed for the
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COVID: Hospital system postpones non-emergent surgeries and procedures
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pull staffing in to put
patients in other areas,
but when you double in
the volume that we did
last week, we ran out of
space in the emergency
room, even the expand-
ed emergency room.”

Sentara  Healthcare
Chief Physician
Executive Dr. Jordan
Asher said in a Jan. 6
briefing that the fourth
peak of the pandemic
has been the highest and
is causing an ‘“undue
strain” on its emergency
departments.

“Our emergency
rooms are busier than
they ever have been in
history,” Asher said.

At Obici, it would nor-
mally see 120 to 125
patients per day in its
emergency department,
and its expansion was
designed for volumes of
fewer than 180 patients
per day, Masterson said.

Butbetween Christmas
and New Year’s Day, it
peaked at 240 patients,
though it was able to
treat and release a large
amount, “so that gives
us an indication that
what we’re seeing is
predominantly the omi-
cron virus.”

The CDC estimated
earlier this week that
more than 95% of new
COVID-19 cases in the
U.S. are the omicron
variant.

“It’s a huge strain,”
Masterson said. “When
you double the emer-
gency room volume, it’s
going to have a ripple
effect on everything else
in the hospital.”

It hasn’t been an ideal
circumstance, but he
said the staff has not
compromised on the
quality of care.

“l don’t think we’re
doing anything unsafe,”
Masterson said. “But I
do think at times when
we’re holding people in
hallways for rooms to
become available, it’s
not the most appropriate
level of accommodation.
The care, awesome, but
it just puts more burden
not only on the patient
— visitation and lim-
iting the visitation for
family — but also the
burden on the staff to be
able to work outside of
their normal zone.”

Asher said it is a dif-
ficult time, but not just
for the hospital system,
but for everyone, calling
for everyone to come
together in the midst of
unprecedented COVID-
19 admission levels.

“This is effective-
ly our fourth peak, and
it is our highest peak,”
Asher said. “And it is a
peak that is continuing
to increase every day,
at greater rates than we
have seen before (and)
our emergency rooms
are busier than they ever
have been in history.”

Masterson said the
hospital has an adequate
supply of tests and will
test people showing
symptoms of COVID-
19, but people cannot
come in to be tested if
they are asymptomatic.
Asher said Sentara hos-
pitals are seeing unprec-
edented levels of testing
requests, as home anti-
gen tests have been in
short supply.

Dr. Laurie Forlano,
deputy director of the
Virginia Department of
Health’s office of epide-
miology, said in a brief-
ing earlier this week that
it is just one of many
test providers and said
it does a minority of
the testing, with the pri-
vate sector, healthcare
providers or pharma-
cies doing more of the
testing. She said it has
run into staffing issues
at some of its testing

be getting tested for
COVID-19 if they are
experiencing symptoms
of the virus, and if they
have come in close con-
tact with someone with
COVID-19. The state
department of health
recommends  getting
tested on day five after
an exposure, but said
getting tested on days
three-to-five after being
exposed is also accept-
able. People should also
be tested if their work-
place has asked them to
be tested.

But with hard-to-find
tests — “the availabili-
ty of rapid antigen test-
ing might be strained
for some time,” Forlano
said — “the state health
department is also ask-
ing people to consid-
er how critical it is to
get a test and whether
another option is avail-
able during a time when
there is high community
transmission of COVID-
19.

She also said those
who have tested positive
for the virus and have
recovered do not need
to be tested as long as
they do not show new

symptoms.
And those with a
known or suspected

exposure to COVID-
19 should quarantine
at home and stay away
from others, but that
also depends on vacci-
nation status.

Gov. Ralph Northam
announced Jan. 6 that
VDH would open nine
new community testing
centers paid for by an
initial $5 million and
is seeking money from
the Federal Emergency
Management Agency to
reimburse the state, with
one of those locations
in Norfolk at Military
Circle Mall.

The new testing cen-
ters are expected to pro-
vide more than 50,000
tests in January and will
operate four to six days
per week from 9 a.m.
until 6 p.m., depending
on location.

The urgency in people
seeking tests comes as
positive cases and hos-
pitalizations have soared
in the Western Tidewater

region.
COVID-19  hospi-
talizations across the

Sentara Healthcare sys-
tem have more than dou-
bled in the past 10 days
and quadrupled in the
past month, with the vast
majority of cases, hospi-
tal officials say, coming
via the omicron variant.
And more than one in
two people are testing
positive for COVID-19
at Obici, according to
Masterson. Earlier in the
pandemic, the hospital
would see about 20%
who would test positive.

“We’ve definitely seen
a surge in the communi-
ty,” Masterson said.

As of Jan. 1, COVID-
19 cases caused by the
omicron variant have
risen to nearly 94% in
the regions the hospital
system serves, accord-
ing to the Centers for
Disease Control and
Prevention.

Contrary to reports of
fewer hospitalizations,
the Virginia Department
of Health reported a
record 33 for Suffolk
Jan. 2, another 16 two
days later and 11 Jan. 6.

The most recent 7-day
positivity for Suffolk for
PCR tests was 47.2%
for the week ending
Jan. 1, while the 7-day
positivity rate state-
wide is up to 33.6% as
of Jan. 6, and 40% for
the Western Tidewater
Health District localities
of Suffolk, Franklin, Isle
of Wight County and
Southampton County.

been admitted, gener-
ally, are not experienc-
ing as severe a case of
COVID-19 as those who
had symptoms of the
delta and other variants.

The severity of cases
depends, he said, on a
person’s level of vacci-
nation. Those who are
fully vaccinated with a
booster or third dose are
experiencing more mild
symptoms than those
who are either not fully
vaccinated, or not vac-
cinated at all. They are
also seeing cases in most
age groups and demo-
graphics.

“There very clear-
ly is a line of distinc-
tion between those who
have had the vaccines,
those who have had the
vaccine with boosters
and those who haven’t
been vaccinated at all,”
Masterson said.

The ones coming in
before the past week had
not been as sick as those
who have been through
the emergency depart-
ment more recently.

“We have seen a rash
of people coming in,”
Masterson said, “but up
until this week, the acu-
ity wasn’t as high, so
they weren’t as sick with
COVID as they had been
in the past with previous
surges.”

Those who have been
vaccinated and experi-
encing COVID-19 have
had sinus issues, while
unvaccinated  people
have had those issues
exacerbated with fluid
draining down into their
chest, causing conges-
tion.

“Last week, I would
say omicron was not as
acute,” Masterson said,
“although more virulent,
as they would say, or
more contagious. But
this week, we’re start-
ing to see sicker people,
and it might be because
they’ve been hanging out
with it for a week and
just allowing themselves
to get sick. On the other
hand, it’s very difficult to
find a place that will test.
And they’re holding off,
or are in denial that they
have it. They’re hoping
that it’s a common cold.”

He also said a number
of people they’ve seen in
the emergency room are
those who might other-
wise have been helped
in an urgent care facility
or with better access to
testing, and they’re com-
ing because they want
to protect their family,
friends and those around
them.

“They’re sick, but
they’re worried they have
COVID,” Masterson

said. “They’re not sure
whether they have
COVID. They want to
get ahead of it before
they get more sick (and)
if they could confirm
through the local phar-
macies through their test-
ing that they were not
COVID (positive), then
they probably would not
come to the emergen-
cy room. I think some
of them are the worried
sick who have legiti-
mate illnesses but are not
COVID, necessarily.”
The hospital is also
seeing some gastrointes-
tinal symptoms — vom-
iting and diarrhea — that
Masterson said it is try-
ing to determine whether
or not it is related to

COVID-19.
What symptoms
appear helps doctors

know whether it’s omi-
cron or delta.

“If it’s more of a sinus
headache, drippy nose,
sinuses, that leads to
congestion in the chest,
that seems to be more of
an omicron signature,”
Masterson said.

Omicron variants
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have been responsive
to monoclonal antibod-
ies and other treatments,
but Masterson said they
don’t have access to all
of the potential treat-
ments as manufactur-
ing of them ramps up.
Asher said just one of the
monoclonal antibodies
— Sotrovimab — works
for the omicron variant,
and that is in short sup-
ply, with just 1,100 avail-
able in Virginia. Oral
medications are also in
short supply.

“Please don’t think
that it’s OK if 1 get

COVID because there
are medications that will
prevent me from getting
very sick, ending up in
the emergency room or
the hospital,” Asher said.
“Right now I would not
be thinking that way.”

Statewide, the 7-day
average number of
cases through Jan. 6 is
14,547, with a state high
of 19,506 cases Jan. 2.
Statewide hospitaliza-
tions also reached a one-
day state high of 556,
with a 7-day average of
309.

Suffolk has experi-
enced four of its highest
positive COVID-19 case
counts of the pandemic
in the past week, includ-
ing a high of 238 Jan. 6,
210 (Dec. 31), 208 (Jan.
2) and 205 (Jan. 4). The
city has a 7-day aver-
age number of daily new
cases reported of 197 and
196.6 cases per day per
100,000 population.

Masterson said patients
have not been as sick,
generally, but they’re so
infectious, even if the
likelihood of infection is
lower, the number of sick
people is higher because
of the sheer strength of
the virus.

Sentara officials still
urge people to get their
COVID-19 vaccinations
or booster, along with
shots for the flu, which
has re-emerged after
being largely dormant
last year.

While Masterson
said they have the staff
to care for patients,
COVID-19 continues
to impact them also, as
some have been getting
sick and are having to
be quarantined, or they
have had to care for fam-
ily members who have
COVID-19, impacting
their staffing levels at
a time when he said
they’re most needed.

Earlier this week,
Obici also cut back on

elective  procedures,
though it will still be
treating emergency
cases.

“Elective cases we are
trying to postpone for
two reasons,” Masterson
said. “Number one,
the staffing that are
involved with the surgi-
cal care can help us with
patients that are in the
emergency room or are
admitted to the hospital,
but it also takes a little
pressure off the need for
inpatient beds for sur-
geries that could other-

wise be postponed.”

Masterson said it is
anticipating the worst-
case scenario of even
higher numbers of peo-
ple coming through
the emergency depart-
ment and having to be
hospitalized, assuming
that people who were
exposed last week could
become sicker this week.

The hospital is try-
ing to set up processes
and support systems to
help doctors, nurses and
respiratory  therapists
treat the people coming
to Obici for care.

He said Obici’s staff
have been committed
and caring, but they’re
growing weary. It has
more staff than it has
ever had, but it has also
had more patients than it
has ever had.

“They’re working a
lot of hours, and quite
frankly, they’re tired,”
Masterson said, “and I
think they’re also a little
bit frustrated. And I’ve
heard the conversation
with the fact that a lot
of the folks that we’re
seeing are unvaccinated.
So I think that we just
wish people would get
the vaccines and let’s
put this behind us.”
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BY JIMMY LAROUE
STAFF WRITER

Let’s just chill about the
snow already.

More will come, and it will
leave the region with some

bone-chilling cold behind it,
according to National Weather
Service Wakefield meteorolo-
gist Roman Miller, but how
much remains to be determined
by a low-pressure system rid-
ing up the East Coast.

Temperatures will drop
during the day Friday as the
storm moves in, with rain com-
ing before it shifts to snow
Friday evening and continues
snowing into early Saturday.
By the time the storm moves

up the coast, temperatures in
the region will drop and by
Saturday evening will be as low
as they have been all season.
How close the system gets to
the coast will affect the amount
of snow and the wind in Suffolk

Ohs. w!it's going to hiow

and the Western Tidewater
region, Miller said.

The closer the storm sys-
tem is to the coast, the more
snow and higher winds that will

See SNOW, 7




Snow: More winter weather on the way
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come. If it passes by the
southeast Virginia coast
further offshore, snowfall
totals will be lower and
the winds will not be as
strong.

Currently, there’s a
winter storm watch for
the region and a 70% to
80% chance that the city
will see at least 2 inches
of snow, he said, with a
forecast of between 4 and
6 inches.

“That’s subject to
change as the exact track
of the low is going to play
a huge role in how much

snow we’re going to get,”
Miller said. “If it’s further
offshore, we’ll get less
snow. And if it’s closer to
the coast, there could be
more snow.”

Winds will be sus-
tained at 15 to 25 mph,
with gusts of between 30
to 35 mph, and up to
40 mph. Temperatures
during the day Saturday
are not expected to rise
above freezing, and lows
Saturday night and early
Sunday morning are fore-
casted to be between 10
and 15 degrees. Sunday’s

high is forecast to be 34
with a low of 20 Sunday
night, and Monday, tem-
peratures are expected to
reach near 44.

“We’re looking at a
coastal storm that we
expect to develop late
Friday and then Friday
night into Saturday as it
moves up the coast, off-
shore,” Miller said. “It
will remain offshore at
this time, but we think
it will be at least close
enough that it will be
able to push over the area
beginning Friday evening

and then continuing into
Saturday.”

It’s unclear how long
into Saturday the storm
will linger. Miller said
that depends on the track
of the storm.

Miller said their differ-
ent models are not han-
dling this system particu-

larly well.
“We’re seeing large
discrepancies between

different models and even
with each run,” Miller
said, “which is giving us
lower than normal confi-
dence.”



Massimo Zanetti announces $29.1 M expan3|on of roastmg plant

BY JIMMY LAROUE
STAFF WRITER

Massimo Zanetti Beverage
USA will invest $29.1 million
to consolidate and expand its
roasting operations in Suffolk,
creating 79 jobs.

Gov. Glenn Youngkin made
the announcement Monday,
saying it reinforces that
Virginia, which beat out New
Jersey for the project, is a prime
location for international busi-
nesses. The Virginia Economic
Development Partnership
worked with the city, the
Hampton Roads Alliance and

the Port of Virginia to help
bring the project to the state.
The governor approved
a $450,000 grant from the
Commonwealth’s Opportunity
Fund to assist the city with the
project, and the company is
eligible to receive benefits from
the Port of Virginia’s Economic
and Infrastructure Development
Zone Grant Program.
“Massimo Zanetti Beverage
USA’s continued expansion in
Virginia speaks volumes about
the business climate, infra-
structure, and top-notch talent
found in the City of Suffolk
and the region,” Youngkin said

in a statement. “Food and bev-
erage processing is Virginia’s
second-largest manufacturing
sector and one of our fast-
est-growing industries, thanks
to investments by corporate
partners like MZB-USA.”

City and company officials,
with Massimo Zanetti himself
in attendance, cut the ribbon
on a new 355,933-square-foot
distribution center in Equus
Capital Partners’ Virginia Port
Logistics Park off of U.S. Route
58 in March, four months after
it opened.

See JOBS, 7
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Massimo Zanetti Beverage announced a $29.1 million investment to consolidate
and expand its operations in the city, creating 79 jobs.



Jobs: Facility to serve as Fast Coast distribution center

Continued from page 1

The facility serves as
the Italian company’s East
Coast distribution center
and e-commerce fulfill-
ment site, and is touted
as a strategic investment
in its distribution opera-
tions for multiple coffee
brands.

State  Secretary of
Commerce Caren Merrick
praised the deal, saying
the state is proud that the
company’s global brand
continues its upward tra-
jectory in the city and
region.

The company’s U.S.
president and CEO, John
Boyle, said the decision
to invest further in its
Suffolk facility “fits with
our long-term strategic
goals to continue to invest
in Hampton Roads.”

“Our proximity to
major transit lanes and the
Port of Virginia, one of
the largest coffee ports in
the country,” Boyle said,
“further enhances our
position and allows for
continued growth while
adding to the economic
vitality of the area.”

The company had
already invested $17.5
million in the distribu-
tion center and another
$800,000 in equipment
when it announced in
June 2020 that it would
build its facility.

“Our city’s prospering
food and beverage pro-
cessing industry is high-
lighted by MZB-USA’s
continued support and job
creation in the Suffolk
community,” said Mayor

Mike Duman.

Hampton Roads
Alliance President and
CEO Douglas Smith
said with the company’s
corporate headquarters,
roasting operations and
distribution center all in
the city, it serves as a cor-
nerstone of the region’s
growing food and bever-
age industry. Its roasting
operations and corporate
headquarters are 10 miles
away off Wilroy Road.

Virginia Port Authority
CEO and Executive
Director Stephen
Edwards said the compa-
ny’s decision to expand
in the city highlights the
state’s pro-business envi-
ronment and the support
jobs created by the port
market.

“Our goal is to help
Massimo Zanetti capital-
ize on our performance
and grow its business,”
Edwards said.

Support for the com-
pany’s job creation will
come through the Virginia
Talent Accelerator
Program, a workforce
initiative started by the
state’s economic develop-
ment partnership, work-
ing with the Virginia
Community College
System and other higher
education partners.

The program, launched
in 2019, provides recruit-
ment and training services
fully customized to how it
operates and comes at no
cost to the business.
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