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By KATHERYN HOUGHTON

Kaiser Health News

Peter Prater’s family wasn’t 
thinking about COVID-19 
when the call came that he had 
been taken to the hospital with 
a fever.

It was April, and the Talla-
hassee Developmental Center, 
where Prater lives, hadn’t yet 
had any covid diagnoses. Prater, 
55, who has Down syndrome 
and diabetes, became the Flori-
da center’s first known case, his 
family said. Within two weeks, 
more than half of the roughly 60 

residents and a third of the staff 
had tested positive for the virus, 
according to local news reports.

“We thought we were going to 
lose him,” said Jim DeBeaugrine, 
Prater’s brother-in-law, who also 
works as an advocate for people 
with disabilities. “We weren’t 
aware of a correlation to Down 
syndrome and bad outcomes 
with covid yet. He’s just a frail 
person, period.”

Prater survived after roughly 
seven weeks in the hospital. But 
five others from the center — 
three residents and two staffers 
— died. The center is working to 
follow federal and state pandemic 

guidelines, said Camille Lukow, 
regional director of the Mentor 
Network, which began operating 
the facility in December.

Early studies have shown that 
people with intellectual and de-
velopmental disabilities have a 
higher likelihood of dying from 
the virus than those without 
disabilities, likely because of a 
higher prevalence of preexist-
ing conditions. While some 
high-profile outbreaks made the 
news, a lack of federal tracking 
means the population remains 
largely overlooked amid the 
pandemic.

No one knows how many of 

the estimated 300,000 people 
who live in such facilities 
nationwide have caught covid 
or died as a result. That creates 
a blind spot in understanding 
the impact of the virus. And 
because data drives access to 
scarce covid vaccines, those with 
disabilities could be at a disad-
vantage for getting prioritized 
for the shots to keep them safe.

While facilities ranging from 
state institutions that serve 
hundreds to small group homes 
with a few people have been 
locked down throughout the 
pandemic, workers still rotate 
through every day. Residents 

live in close quarters. Some don’t 
understand the dangers of the 
virus. Those who need help eat-
ing or changing can’t keep their 
distance from others. Many 
facilities also have struggled to 
keep enough masks and staffers 
on hand.

The Consortium for Citizens 
with Disabilities has repeatedly 
asked federal agencies to hold 
facilities where people with 
disabilities live to the same pan-
demic rules as nursing homes, 
which must report covid cases 
directly to national agencies.

By MELISSA LOVERIDGE

Chronicle Staff Writer

Several bills brought forward this 
session in the Montana Legislature 
aim to restrict access to abortions, 
a move that supporters say pro-
tects life and opponents say will 
disproportionately 
impact Montanans 
who already face 
challenges accessing 
health care.

The bills cover a 
variety of subjects 
related to abor-
tion, like when the 
procedure can be 
done, how it can be 
paid for and how it 
can be prescribed. 
With Republicans 
holding a large ma-
jority in both the House and Senate 
and a Republican in the governor’s 
seat for the first time in more than 
a decade-and-a-half, many Repub-
lican lawmakers are pushing bills 
similar to ones that have been shot 
down in the past.

As of Feb. 12, six bills had been 
introduced that would restrict ac-
cess to abortion or change how the 
procedure is done. Five had passed 
the House and are in various stages 
in their journeys to the Senate floor. 

Lack of COVID-19 data on people with intellectual disabilities ‘comes with a body count’
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Familiar debate Montana Legislature taking 
up bills aimed at abortion

RACHEL LEATHE/CHRONICLE

A gentle snow envelops the Montana State Capitol at sunrise on Feb. 10, 2021, in Helena. There were freezing cold temperatures on Feb. 10, with 

a high of -2 degrees.More ABORTION  |  A7

Trump acquitted: Senate votes 57-43
IMPEACHMENT TRIAL

WASHINGTON (AP) — 
Donald Trump was acquit-
ted Saturday of inciting the 
horrific attack on the U.S. 
Capitol, concluding a historic 
impeachment trial that spared 
him the first-ever conviction 
of a U.S. president but exposed 
the fragility of America’s dem-
ocratic traditions and left a di-
vided nation to come to terms 
with the violence sparked by 
his defeated presidency.

Barely a month since the 
deadly Jan. 6 riot that stunned 
the world, the Senate con-
vened for a rare weekend 
session to deliver its verdict, 

voting while armed National 
Guard troops continued to 
stand their posts outside the 
iconic building.

The quick trial, the na-
tion’s first of a former presi-
dent, showed how perilously 
close the invaders had come 
to destroying the nation’s 
deep tradition of a peaceful 
transfer of presidential power 
after Trump had refused to 
concede the election. Rallying 
outside the White House, he 
unleashed a mob of support-
ers to “fight like hell” for him 
at the Capitol just as Congress 
was certify Democrat Joe 

Biden’s victory. As hundreds 
stormed the building, some 
in tactical gear engaging in 
bloody combat with police, 
lawmakers fled for their lives. 
Five people died. 

The verdict, on a vote of 
57-43, is all but certain to 
influence not only the former 
president’s political future but 
that of the senators sworn to 
deliver impartial justice as ju-
rors. Seven Republicans joined 
all Democrats to convict, but 
it was far from the two-third 
threshold required.

The outcome after the 
uprising leaves unresolved the 

nation’s wrenching divisions 
over Trump’s brand of politics 
that led to the most violent 
domestic attack on one of 
America’s three branches of 
government.

“Senators, we are in a dia-
logue with history, a conver-
sation with our past, with a 
hope for our future,” said Rep. 
Madeleine Dean, D-Pa.., one 
of the House prosecutors in 
closing arguments.

“What we do here, what 
is being asked of each of us 
here in this moment will be 
remembered.”

MONTANA SENATORS REACT 

TO TRUMP’S ACQUITTAL

Republican U.S. Sen. Steve Daines: “Janu-
ary 6th will forever be remembered as a very 
dark day for our country. I’m thankful for the 
officers who defended our Capitol that day—
they are American heroes. I categorically 
condemn all violence, and I reject extreme 
rhetoric and radical false conspiracies like 
QAnon. These values do not represent who 
we are as Americans.

“I reject the notion that Vice President 
Pence had the constitutional authority to 
overturn the election on January 6th. It’s 
simply not true. Vice President Pence faith-
fully upheld his oath of office and certified 
the election.
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