Who Should be Leading Healthcare for the COVID-19 Pandemic?

The recent COVID-19 pandemic brought to mind the Oscar Wilde quote, “An expert is
an ordinary man away from home giving advice” (1). COVID-19 advice has flooded my
inbox and dominated news coverage on television, in print and electronically. Everyone
from the President to the hospital secretary seems to think they are qualified to offer
advice on COVID-19 prevention and care. | admit to not being an expert on COVID-19
because | am not a virologist. However, despite retiring from the ICU in 2011, | think |
know quite a bit about caring for sick patients with pneumonia having done it for over 30
years. For my part, and for many of my colleagues, the non-solicited, non-expert advice
offered from these sources should be returned and the sender instructed to place it in
that recess of the body most protected from sunlight.

The US government has not provided outstanding leadership during this pandemic. The
President and CDC were both initially slow to respond and sometimes issued confusing
or contradictory statements (2,3). Occasionally they were just wrong. The news media
contributed to the confusion by reporting what was at times nonsense. All would be
better off if we followed the guidance of someone like the NIH’s Dr. Tony Fauci who has
said the right things while walking a political tightrope of gently contradicting the
President.

Most hospitals have not done much better than the White House. | am overwhelmed
with advice and sometimes pronouncements that claim to be evidence- or CDC-based.
Sometimes they are-sometimes not. These are usually from a non- or minimally
qualified administrator lacking medical expertise. We now hear reports that
administrators are trying to direct health care providers not to wear personal protective
equipment (PPE, masks, goggles, booties, etc.) in hallways or forbidding physicians and
nurses from bringing their own PPE from home (4,5).

The hospitals give a variety of reasons for their actions, from conservation of PPE to the
belief that it scares patients. Conservation of PPE is good idea. However, having
someone change their mask every time they see a potential or a confirmed COVID-19
means using lots of masks while wearing one mask all day would help to conserve.
Scaring patients is not good but unnecessarily exposing healthcare providers is worse.
In Italy and Spain healthcare workers make up a disproportionately high number of
cases (6-7). It is now thought that the hospital may be a primary source of infection and
that the lack of doctors and nurses is impairing healthcare (6-8). Patients should be
frightened and even more so when someone enters their room without a mask.

Although dealing with this crisis is the first priority, we need to ask ourselves at some
point how could the US be so unprepared. We saw what a surge in ICU patients could
do with the HIN1 influenza pandemic of 2009 leaving ICU beds and ventilators in short
supply (9). In the 11 years since that time, the country did little to nothing. Where are
the ventilators, the PPE and the medical personnel we now need?
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Healthcare planning and emergency preparation have been done by non-medical
people who now must take responsibility for our lack of preparedness. Those same
people are now trying to direct care. They should back away and let those best able to
deal with the present catastrophe provide the care. In the future we should ask what
role they should play in planning for a National healthcare emergency. Will those
planning be more concerned about allocating monies for future healthcare emergencies
or another purpose? Perhaps we should have the planning done by those more
knowledgeable and more concerned for the American people.

Richard A. Robbins, MD
Editor, SWJPCC
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