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Homelessness in a Pandemic
New Protocols, Challenges as Groups Care for Needy During COVID-19

By BILL BARLOW

RIO GRANDE – Wearing an Eagles cap and a 
tattered blue bandana over his nose and mouth, 
Ralph Otto straps bags of food to his bicycle out-
side The Branches outreach center, in a shopping 
center off Route 47.

While most of the stores in the white stucco 
building are closed, either due to restrictions 
put in place to slow the spread of COVID-19 or 
because of economic issues that long predate the 
emergence of the coronavirus, The Branches was 
a hub of activity on a Friday morning.

Volunteers loaded bags of groceries for distribu-
tion at the center and for delivery. Otto described 
the center as a lifeline.

“If it weren’t for these people, I’d be dead. It’s 
rough out there,” he said.

Otto estimates that he’s been homeless for 
more than two years. For a month, he accepted 
emergency housing in a local motel, but now, he’s 
back living in the woods around Rio Grande, in 
what he described as a “tent city.”

It’s difficult to obtain a firm number for how 
many homeless people live in Cape May County, 
in cheap nylon tents or under boardwalks, in 
their cars, or in emergency housing in multiple 
motels in the area. According to local advocates, 
that number dropped sharply.

What changed was an emergency easing of the 
state rules on emergency housing. The details are 
complicated, but the result was many who were 
previously ineligible could get shelter during the 
pandemic.

“When this first started, every homeless person 
had the opportunity to be housed,” said Sandra 

In Flanders Fields
BY JOHN MCCRAE

In Flanders fields the poppies blow
Between the crosses, row on row,

That mark our place; and in the sky
The larks, still bravely singing, fly
Scarce heard amid the guns below.

We are the Dead. Short days ago
We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow,

Loved and were loved, and now we lie,
In Flanders fields.

Take up our quarrel with the foe:
To you from failing hands we throw
The torch; be yours to hold it high.
If ye break faith with us who die

We shall not sleep, though poppies grow
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Lockhart, director, The Branches. “Almost all of 
them did. There were a couple of exceptions that 
are still in the woods that I know of.”

Donna Groome, the head of Cape May County’s 
Department of Human Services, said the state 
temporarily eased some of the criteria for qual-
ification for emergency housing through the NJ 
2-1-1 system, a statewide homelessness hotline.

“Everybody needs to be safe during this time,” 
Groome said. That included extending the usual 

Bill Barlow
Ralph Otto credits the help of The Branches 
with saving his life. 

By KAREN KNIGHT

COURT HOUSE - Despite many preventative steps taken 
by long-term care facilities, COVID-19 cases at them ac-
count for about half of the total number of active cases and 
about three-fourths of Cape May County’s deaths from the 
coronavirus.

Four homes operated by Genesis HealthCare, Autumn 
Lake at Ocean View and The Shores at Wesley Manor have 
seen increases in positive cases over the past few weeks, 
and while state-wide numbers are declining, the trend for 
this vulnerable population continues to rise. It’s prompted 
the state’s Department of Health to require that all staff and 
residents at these facilities be tested by May 26, with fol-
low-up testing within the following week if they test negative. 

Additionally, their outbreak prevention plans must be 
updated by May 19 to address how the facility will manage 
isolation and cohorting infected and at-risk individuals, pro-
vide staffing guidelines and procedures, and future testing. 
The plan must be implemented by May 26.

Most COVID-19 Deaths, Cases at Long-term Care Facilities

Memorial Day observance at Cape May County Veterans Cemetery 2018. Photo Al Campbell
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To our Readers:

The county and other municipalities have been forced to cancel 
official Memorial Day observances, but, the truth is, if Memorial 
Day lives anywhere, it is in the hearts and minds of a grateful 
nation. Some might ask, aren’t we suffering enough through a 
pandemic to be reminded, however noble, of the sacrifices of our 
forebears who died in battles near and far? We at the Herald believe 
it is precisely now as each of us is called to make sacrifices both 
small and large, that it is a blessing to be reminded that we are 
united with generations before in suffering to uphold our nation. 
Let the memories of their sacrifices be a gift to encourage us to 
bear up in these difficult times and not to shrink from what we 
must do. God Bless America and all our veterans.


