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BY VINCENT GABRIELLE 
Knoxville News Sentinel

KNOXVILLE — I started getting 
calls for help late in March. Messag-
es came in through email and Twit-
ter from health care workers who 
were feeling desperate because 
their supply of personal protective 
equipment was dwindling.

“I’ll keep this short and sweet. I’m 
a nurse and we are scrambling for 
PPE,” wrote one nurse.

But they weren’t really asking 
for me. They were asking to be 
put in touch with one of my sourc-
es, Dr. Peter Tsai of Knoxville. He 
responded quickly to these calls 
for help, even late at night.

Before the coronavirus pandem-
ic, Tsai was far from a household 
name. Even though he was well-
respected as a materials scientist 
and inventor, very few people had 
heard of him.

Until now.
COVID-19 had dragged one of 

Tsai’s inventions into the spot-
light. He is the creator of the filter 
material inside most disposable 
N95 respirators. As the pandem-
ic worsened, health care work-
ers nationwide needed the masks 
to stay safe, which means there 
were shortages and massive price  
markups.

The shortage was so dire that 
it brought Tsai out of retirement 

to dive head-first into solving the 
crisis.

Since mid-March, Tsai has been 
a worldwide force on two fronts — 
finding new ways to sterilize dis-
posable respirators for reuse and 
rapidly scaling up their production.

“My invention is just an ordinary 
invention,” the 68-year-old said 
humbly in an interview with Knox 
News. “But because of the need for 
the respirators, people think it is 
very important.”

Tsai’s invention is not new. He 
filed the first patent for the filtra-
tion technology back in 1995. His 
invention gives the masks’ filter 

BY NICOLE WINFIELD 
and KEN MORITSUGU
The Associated Press

ROME — The world sur-
passed two sobering coro-
navirus milestones Sun-
day — 500,000 confirmed 
deaths, 10 million confirmed 
cases — and hit another 
high mark for daily new 
infections as governments 
that attempted reopenings 
continued to backtrack and 
warn that worse news could 
be yet to come.

“COVID-19 has taken a 
very swift and very dan-
gerous turn in Texas over 
just the past few weeks,” 
said Gov. Greg Abbott, who 
allowed businesses to start 
reopening in early May but 
on Friday shut down bars 
and limited restaurant din-
ing amid a spike in cases.

California Gov. Gavin 
Newsom rol led back 
reopenings of bars in sev-
en counties, including Los 
Angeles. He ordered them 
to close immediately and 
urged eight other counties 
to issue local health orders 
mandating the same.

South Africa’s health 
minister warned that the 

country’s current surge of 
cases is expected to rap-
idly increase in the coming 
weeks and push hospitals 
to the limit. Health Minis-
ter Zwelini Mkhize said the 
current rise in infections 
has come from people who 
“moved back into the work-
place. It was therefore inevi-
table that there would be 
cluster outbreaks as infec-
tions spilled over from com-
munities into places of con-
gregation such as mines, 
factories, taxis and buses.”

New clusters of cases at 
a Swiss nightclub and in 
the central English city of 
Leicester showed that the 
virus was still circulating 
widely in Europe, though 
not with the rapidly grow-
ing infection rate seen in 
parts of the U.S., Latin 
America and India.

Poland and France, mean-
while, attempted a step 
toward normalcy as they 
held elections that had been 
delayed by the virus.

Wearing mandatory 
masks, social distancing 
in lines and carrying their 
own pens to sign voting 

The Associated Press

NASHVILLE — Federal offi-
cials announced Friday they have 
reached a resolution with Tennes-
see over complaints filed by dis-
ability advocates who were con-
cerned that people with disabili-
ties could be denied life-saving 
treatment like ventilators because 
of the coronavirus crisis.

Tennessee’s disability advocates 
and their national counterparts 
raised the issue here and at the 
federal level in March after dis-
covering a 2016 state document 
called “Guidelines for the Ethical 
Allocation of Scarce Resources,” 
the Chattanooga Times Free Press 
reports.

They charged the Tennessee 
document would allow health 
care providers to exclude peo-
ple with disabilities from criti-
cal care, including ventilators, in 
violation of the Americans with 
Disabilities Act.

Gov. Bill Lee’s administration, 
which inherited the document, 
was taken by surprise, and Lee 
soon said his administration 
did not intend to rely on it or 
implement it. On Friday, offi-
cials announced that Tennessee 
agreed to update its crisis medi-
cal standards of care to ensure 
the state does not discriminate 
against people based on disabil-
ity or age by rationing their care.

The complaint against Tennes-

see was brought by a coalition 
of national disability advocates, 
including The Arc and the Center 
for Public Representation, togeth-
er with Tennessee advocates led 
by Disability Rights Tennessee 
and the Civil Rights Enforcement 
and Education Center.

The Tennessee agreement is 
the fourth such coronavirus-era 
agreement struck with a state 
following complaints filed by 
disability advocacy groups, the 
U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services’ Office for Civil 
Rights said.

“We commend Tennessee for 
updating its policies to ensure 
that hospitals do not deny life-
saving care during a crisis based 

on stereotypes about disabilities 
or other impermissible factors,” 
the federal office’s director, Rog-
er Severino, said in a statement. 
“Our civil rights laws reflect the 
principle that we are all created 
with equal dignity and worth.”

Advocates say the agreement 
sets “key precedent-setting 
changes” in Tennessee’s policy. 
For instance, people can no lon-
ger be excluded from medical 
treatment based solely on a diag-
nosed disability or because an 
individual might require more 
time or resources to recover due 
to a disability.

Advocates also say that under 
the new rules, Tennessee is “the 
first state to explicitly eliminate 

longer-term survivability as a 
consideration in treatment deci-
sions, changing its guidance for 
medical personnel to consider 
only ‘imminence of mortality.’”

Another change prohibits the 
reallocation of personal ventila-
tors of a patient who uses a venti-
lator in their daily life to another 
patient deemed more likely to 
benefit from it. It’s another first 
for the federal office, advocates 
said.

“Today’s resolution makes clear 
that policies common in many 
states’ medical rationing plans 
... constitute illegal disability dis-
crimination,” said Alison Barkoff, 
director of advocacy at the Center 
for Public Representation.

World hits COVID-19 milestones 
amidst fears of worst to come

MARK SCHIEFELBEIN | THE ASSOCIATED PRESS
A WORKER WEARING A protective suit swabs a man’s throat for a 
coronavirus test at a community health clinic on Sunday in Beijing.

500,000 deaths

The Knoxville scientist who became a worldwide hero 

BRIANNA PACIORKA | KNOXVILLE NEWS SENTINEL VIA AP
THIS JUNE 3 PHOTO shows Peter Tsai, the inventor of the N95 filtration material, at his Knoxville home. Since mid-March, 
Tsai has been a worldwide force on two fronts — finding new ways to sterilize disposable respirators for reuse and rapidly 
scaling up their production.
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Tennessee officials reach agreement on rationing medical care
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Force on two fronts
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