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Every afternoon, state Secretary of 
Corrections John Wetzel gets a map 
in his inbox that shows the spread of 
COVID-19 in Pennsylvania over the 
last seven days.

During the spring surge in April, the 
maps showed large clusters of positive 
cases in the four corners of the state, 
affecting just a handful of prisons that 
are part of the state system.

During the current fall surge where 
cases have topped 12 million national-
ly as of Saturday, the maps have illus-
trated a more troubling scenario: The 
highly contagious virus is everywhere.

“Every one of our facilities is in a 
high- or medium-growth county right 
now,” said Wetzel.

The dramatic change means there 
are now positive coronavirus cases in 

22 of the state’s 24 correctional institu-
tions, putting advocates — and fami-
lies with loved ones on the inside — on 
edge.

As of Friday, there were 824 active 
cases. Six days earlier, the total was 
about half that figure.

To date, 23 prisoners have died from 
COVID-19 in nine correctional facili-
ties. Twelve have died since October.

“We’re in a very dark period, and 
it’s not going to get light for several 
months,” said Claire Shubick-Richards, 
executive director of the Pennsylvania 
Prison Society.

Some facilities like SCI Phoenix in 
Montgomery County have fewer than 
a dozen active cases. The majority have 
fewer than 30.

SCI Laurel Highlands, a mini-
mum-security prison in western Penn-
sylvania that houses geriatric and med-
ically infirm prisoners, has 344 COVID 

infections — the highest total in the 
system.

Wendell, who was released from the 
prison in June, is not surprised by the 
outbreak. The men at the facility live 
in dormitory-style cells, making social 
distancing impossible, he said.

“You’re kind of packed in there 
like sardines,” said Wendell, 40, who 
served time for drunken driving. 
WHYY News agreed to withhold his 
last name due to fears of retribution 
while he’s on parole.

Wendell had six cellmates while he 
was locked up at Laurel Highlands. 
Others had eight.

“I remember saying if this virus gets 
inside of here, it’s gonna be a problem. 
It’s gonna be an extreme problem,” he 
said. “With God’s blessings, I was able 
to get out in June.”
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With COVID-19 cases on the rise 
in Philadelphia and across the coun-
try, many people are changing their 
Thanksgiving plans. A holiday that 
may have been spent with family and 
friends, for many this year, is a thing 
of the past. This year many people are 
choosing to stay safer home. Mental 
health professionals said this new 
“normal” can take a toll on a person’s 
mental health.

“I t h in k for pre-COV ID days, 
patients were a lot more concerned 
with the hustle and bustle of the 
holidays,” said Chimère G. Holmes, 
owner of Be Ye Renewed Counseling. 
“Now I find that because of COVID-
19, people are just feeling bluer and 
pretty much discouraged at the fact 
that they’re not able to congregate 
under the same roof with their loved 
ones and spend the holidays together 
like before.”

She said just because things look dif-
ferent, that doesn’t mean that Thanks-
giving has to totally canceled.

“We’re all less than thrilled with 
what’s going on around the world 
and with this virus, and how it’s kind 
of stunting the holiday season, but I 
think just acceptance is a huge com-
ponent. The holidays are modified this 
year and it may feel peculiar but that 
doesn’t mean that we can’t have a nice 
celebration, even if it looks different in 
terms of not having face-to-face con-
tact,” Holmes said.

The therapist said the key to surviv-

ing these pandemic holidays is reflec-
tion.

“Try to cultivate gratitude. I think 
that’s huge, being able to count your 
blessings. Think of three to five things 
that you’re grateful for. Thinking of 
things that remain intact and haven’t 
gone astray since COVID can definitely 
enlighten one’s mindset and put things 
in better perspective,” Holmes said.

Psychotherapist Tyra Gardner said 
now is the perfect time to embrace self-
care, especially if this is your first time 
spending the holidays alone.

“If you’re doing things by yourself, 
try doing a lot more self-care during 
this time, as opposed to focusing on the 
issues that are currently happening. We 

definitely have to maintain our mental 
health as best as we can right now,” she 
said.

Gardner said having a person you 
can reach out to when things start to 
feel overwhelming can make a world 
of difference.

“Do things to take your mind off of 
what’s going on. Maybe that means 
talking on the phone to a friend. Find 
someone that is a calm person to talk 
to because everybody should have at 
least one safe person that they can go 
to. You want to find someone that you 
can rely on and talk to about some of 
the things that they have experienced, 

The real meaning of ‘happy holidays’
Key to mental health this season is gratitude, therapists say

“Try to cultivate gratitude. I think that’s 
huge, being able to count your bless-
ings.”- Chimère G. Holmes
Licensed professional counselor

“In 2020, all of our ‘normal’ holiday 
issues are now placed on the back 
burner.” -Tyra S. Gardner
Mental health scholar and practitioner
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T h e  N a t i o n a l  U r b a n 
League and the Black Coa-
lit ion Against COV ID-19 
hosted a virtual conversa-
tion with medical profes-
sionals Friday highlighting 
the need for equity in the 
national response to the 
pandemic.

The conversation came as 
coronavirus infections have 
surged locally and nationally.

“This is a serious crisis 
facing this nation with dis-
proportionate burden on 
America’s Black communi-
ties,” NUL President Marc 
Morial said during the virtu-
al media briefing.

“The cost to our communi-
ties is immeasurable.”

He noted that Black Amer-
icans are being infected with 

COVID-19 at three times 
the rate of whites. In Phila-
delphia, Blacks account for 
52.9% of coronavirus hospi-
talizations and 49% of deaths 
from the virus.

Mor ia l sa id decisions 
about the development and 
approval of a global vaccine 
should be made in close 
consultation with the Black 
medical community. He said 
people with underlying con-
ditions such as cancer and 
sickle cell disease should be 
given priority for receiving 
a vaccine and that vaccine 
distribution sites should be 
located within the hard-
est-hit communities.

To help build confidence 
around the vaccine develop-
ment process, the NUL and 
the Black Coalition Against 

Urban League
urges equity
in response
to pandemic
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As Philadelphia enters 
a new phase of the novel 
coronavirus pandemic, the 
virus will continue to dis-
proportionately affect Afri-
can-American residents.

S t r i c t e r  c o r o n a v i r u s 
restrictions went into effect 
Friday in the city to combat a 
surge in COVID-19 cases and 
hospitalizations. The spread 
of the respiratory virus, as 
well as the flu, will be fueled 
by colder weather.

Healt h Commissioner 
Thomas Farley said this week 
it was “unlikely that we’re 
going to have this problem 
solved by Jan. 1,” referring to 
rising case counts that led to 
the additional restrictions.

Yet eight months after 
the first COVID-19 case was 
reported in Philadelphia, 
Black residents face the same 
health care-related challeng-
es that led to the virus hitting 
them hardest, said Dr. Delana 
Wardlaw, a family medicine 
physician for two decades.

A lack of access to quality 
health care, chronic health 

conditions, putting off pre-
ventative care during the 
pandemic, and systemic 
racism remain key drivers for 
why African Americans are 
disproportionately affected 
by the disease, Wardlaw said.

“All those things that exist-
ed before the pandemic are 
still allowing African Ameri-
cans to have disproportionate 
rates of COVID-19 infections 
and complications.”

The U.S. Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention 
is urging Americans to stay at 
home this Thanksgiving and 
celebrate with only house-
hold members to stop the 
spread of the virus.

“Gatherings with family 
and friends who do not live 
with you can increase the 
chances of getting or spread-
ing COVID-19 or the flu,” the 
CDC says on its website.

Dr. Anthony Fauci, the 
country’s top infectious dis-
ease specialist, told The New 
York Times during the week 
that “December, January and 
early February are going to be 
terribly painful months.”

As virus surges,
Black people still
most vulnerable
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There was a steady stream of people wanting to get tested at 
the Sayre Health Center at 59th and Locust streets. 
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COVID-19’s fall rise hitting 
state and city prisons, too 

The Philadelphia Detention Center on State Road. — WHYY PHOTO/EMMA LEE


