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The state doesn’t track how many nursing home workers

have coronavirus. That has fueled concern about

transmission and sta!ng.

COVID-19 ::

With coronavirus spreading, nursing homes are stepping up precautions. But while the state tracks
residents who have tested positive for the disease, it does not keep tabs on sick employees.

As coronavirus cases flourish in some state nursing homes and assisted living

centers, operators of those facilities have stepped up precautions, sent

workers home and isolated residents who may have been exposed.

But keeping track of everyone who has become ill or tested positive across that

care sector has proven elusive. That’s because the state doesn’t require

nursing homes and other facilities to report every employee who is
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quarantined or has tested positive for coronavirus.

The state has a record of every citizen in Connecticut who tests positive, and it

keeps a running tally of nursing home residents who have contracted the

disease. But officials are not tracking how many workers systemwide have

tested positive or are self-isolating, raising concerns about transmission and

staffing levels.

“What this pandemic has shown us is there are some parts of our reporting

system that work and some parts that need improvement,” said Max Reiss, a

spokesman for Gov. Ned Lamont. “When it comes to a reporting requirement on

positive tests for caregivers in our nursing homes, that obviously needs to be

looked at to make sure people who are receiving care are receiving it from

people who are healthy.”

Some nursing home operators are voluntarily reporting when employees are

sick. Others are not.

Officials at Evergreen Health Care Center in Stafford Springs, the nursing home

with the most reported coronavirus cases, said three workers have tested

positive for the disease. Another 14 employees were sent home for possible

exposure, but later returned to work after experiencing no symptoms.

Two residents from that facility have died, and another five have tested

positive.



At Benchmark Senior Living in Ridgefield, an assisted living center near the

New York border, at least four workers were sent home after they were exposed

to a resident who tested positive.

 Two residents of Benchmark have also died, and another 16 people there

contracted the virus.

Union officials, whose fellow members include thousands of nursing home

workers, say they’re aware of at least two other facilities where an employee

has tested positive – one in Danbury and one in Stamford – though they

declined to name the nursing homes.

“Given what happened in Washington, one would think they would be tracking

this,” said Pedro Zayas, a spokesman for the New England Health Care

Employees Union, District 1199 SEIU, which includes about 6,000 nursing home

workers.

“There are a lot of people in nursing homes
and they’re all vulnerable people. They’re
subject to whatever staff is available.”

Pedro ZayasPedro Zayas
Spokesman, SEIU 1199Spokesman, SEIU 1199
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SEIU 1199 President Rob Baril, center, has called for better access to
testing.

Zayas was referring to the Life Care Center in Kirkland, Wash., where 37 people

have died and more than 80 residents have tested positive for coronavirus.

Dozens of employees at the facility contracted the disease.

“There are a lot of people in nursing homes and they’re all vulnerable people,”

Zayas said. “They’re subject to whatever staff is available. Nursing homes

should be a priority in terms of the state having a system to make itself aware

of situations” at facilities.

Tracking worker illnesses would not only help protect employees and residents,

it also could expose staffing shortages at facilities where many workers are

sick.

Some nursing

homes are already

short on employees

and are expecting

conditions to worsen

as the virus

continues to spread.

“If, say, 14 workers

have to be sent

home and they can’t

return until the

recommended time

frame has passed …

that’s a huge amount of workers that are out of the building,” said Matthew

Barrett, president of the Connecticut Association of Health Care Facilities. “So

you have to layer that kind of crisis on top of an underlying near-crisis that

was already being experienced in terms of staffing shortages at Connecticut

nursing facilities.”
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After the CT Mirror raised questions about the lack of mandated reporting

around sick nursing home employees, Reiss said the state’s Public Health

Department is working on an order that would require health care staff at state

licensed facilities to report positive coronavirus test results to their employers.

Those employers must then share the information with the state.

“It would put the same requirement on the reporting as if you were a patient,”

Reiss said. It was unclear when the new policy would take effect.

More precautions

Nursing homes and other care centers are taking more precautions to prevent

the spread of the coronavirus.

At Evergreen Health Care Center, employees must have their temperatures

taken at the beginning and end of each shift. Their oxygen levels are also being

monitored.

Staff did a deep cleaning of that facility, as did workers at the Sharon Health

Care Center, where one resident tested positive for the disease.

Residents who have symptoms or are confirmed to have the virus are being

isolated. If spacing becomes an issue, two residents who test positive may be

placed in the same room, said Jane Steele, head of infection prevention for
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Athena, the parent company of the Stafford Springs and Sharon nursing

homes.

Staff at Evergreen and other facilities are being restricted to certain areas.

Those who work in a designated unit must stay in their unit. Only a limited

number of employees may care for residents who test positive or show

symptoms.

“We try not to have staff go among different units,” Steele said. “In addition, the

staff are being screened before they come in. They’re getting their temp

monitored, they are getting asked specific questions regarding their

respiratory status and also having their oxygen level obtained.”

Workers at the Ridgefield assisted living center were also having their

temperatures taken, and are required to wear protective gear.

“We saw what happened in Kirkland,
Washington … and we’re going to do the
best we can, sometimes sailing against the
wind, to make sure that doesn’t happen in
our nursing homes.”

Gov. Ned LamontGov. Ned Lamont
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Barbara Cass, head of facility licensing and investigations for the state health

department, said nursing homes have been asked to eliminate all communal

activities. Visitations have also been banned except under special

circumstances, such as an end-of-life situation.

“Dining is being done in resident rooms, recreation activities are being done in

resident rooms,” Cass said. “The ban on visitors was very impactful to

residents and family members, but that was a significant control measure we

believe will be of great value as we move through this crisis.”

As the coronavirus continues to spread, labor leaders and nursing home

operators have called for better access to testing. Due to a shortage of tests,

state officials say priority is given to certain people, including those who are

hospitalized with symptoms. In many cases, nursing home workers and

employees at other care facilities must get a doctor’s referral, even if they have

been directly exposed to residents who test positive.

“We have had reports of folks attempting to get testing and just not be able to

get through the red tape to get the test,” said Rob Baril, president of SEIU 1199,

the state’s largest health care workers’ union. “The scarcity of equipment,

including tests, is a major concern.”

“Access to testing is so bad that workers have to self-quarantine,” he added.

“And testing is taking up to seven or eight days to get a result.”

State leaders have not yet offered a remedy for the testing shortage, but say

they are watching the nursing homes closely.

“We know that nursing homes can be a petri dish, and they’re spreading a virus

to the most vulnerable population,” Lamont told reporters. “We saw what

happened in Kirkland, Washington … and we’re going to do the best we can,

sometimes sailing against the wind, to make sure that doesn’t happen in our

nursing homes.”
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