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Upfront
Local news, information and analysis

Here’s the 
latest on the 
coronavirus

County sees  
slowed growth in 
COVID-19 cases

by Palo Alto Weekly staff

I n the latest sign that the Bay 
Area shutdown is effectively 
containing the spread of the 

coronavirus, Santa Clara County 
is seeing the rate of new cases 
gradually stabilize.

Dr. Sara Cody, the county’s 
health officer, said Tuesday that 
COVID-19 cases in the county 
are doubling every two weeks, 
according to the latest counts. In 
early March, before the county 
began adopting increasingly strin-
gent measures to mandate social 
distancing, cases doubled roughly 
every three days, Cody told the 
county Board of Supervisors on 
Tuesday.

“The trend is exactly what we 
want to see: that we’re lengthening 
the doubling time, we’re slowing 
things down,” Cody said. “And 
this we’ve been able to do because 
our community has come together 
and is reducing their contacts and 
interactions with each other to the 
greatest extent possible.”

Cody noted that the models that 
the county has been using to pre-
dict the pandemic’s spread sug-
gest that the county’s case count 
will range between 2,500 and 
12,000 on May 1. Without the 
social-distancing measures, the 
case count would be about 50,000, 
she said.

“These models show us that we 
have prevented deaths and we have 
prevented hospitalizations and we 
have given our hospitals time to 
prepare,” Cody told the board.

T hree weeks into a virus-in-
duced shutdown, as down-
town streets remain silent 

and the economy finds itself 
teetering on the brink of a steep 
and sudden recession, a research 

boom is sweeping through local 
universities, hospitals and com-
mercial labs. For scientists work-
ing nonstop behind the scenes, 
the race is on to defeat a deadly 
virus that has brought the whole 

world to its knees.
Their war has many fronts, 

but chief among them are testing 
and treatment, which are seeing 
a flurry of activity. Stanford Uni-
versity and University of Califor-
nia, San Francisco (UCSF) have 
ramped up their testing capacity 
and launched clinical trials at a 
furious pace. Since the coronavi-
rus pandemic took off, Stanford’s 

epidemiologists have been work-
ing with Santa Clara County 
health officials to model the pan-
demic’s trajectory; its virologists 
have developed various ways to 
test for virus; and its medical re-
searchers are now launching clini-
cal trials for promising drugs that 
have proved effective for fighting 
Ebola, the flu and Hepatitis D.

Researchers also are collaborat-

ing with counterparts in other uni-
versities as well as public agencies 
and private labs to share — and 
scale — their breakthroughs.

Private companies also have 
stepped up, with commercial 
labs developing tests and dis-
tributing drugs that they believe 
may become critical weapons in 

Researchers race to boost testing, vet drugs  
for COVID-19 as shutdown drags on

by Gennady Sheyner and Sue Dremann

Scientists wage war against the virus

Eggs are sold out. Hand sanitizer is on back order. 
Strained staff are working overtime.

Here’s how Midpeninsula grocery stores are responding to the coronavirus
by Elena Kadvany

Karen Himmaugh rings up Barbara Bunker’s groceries at Piazza’s Fine Foods in Palo Alto. The two are separated by a large piece 
of Plexiglas.
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R unning a local grocery 
store under the shad-
ow of the coronavirus 

means ordering wearable face 
shields for employees alongside 
eggs and milk.

It means pivoting to home 
delivery on a dime without the 
technological infrastructure or 
resources that major delivery 
apps have.

It means asking employees at 
the start of every shift, before 
they can begin work, if they or 
anyone they live with has a fe-
ver, cough or any symptoms of 
COVID-19 and documenting 
their responses.

It means booming sales, but at 
the expense of overworked staff 
who are now considered essen-
tial workers.

The coronavirus “turned ev-
erything on its head,” said Emel 
Mutlu, who runs The Market at 
Edgewood in Palo Alto with her 
father and husband. “There’s a 
lot of emotional labor — that’s 
what I’ve been calling it — in-
volved in keeping the place 
going.”

Locally operated grocery 
stores and their employees are 

on their own front lines of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Their 
owners, many with fami-
lies themselves, have worked 
quickly to transform their stores 
and operations to comply with 
fast-moving public health guid-
ance, including last week’s more 
stringent measures for essential 
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businesses. Bay Area counties are 
now requiring that grocery stores 
limit the number of people al-
lowed inside at one time, assign 
an employee to regularly disinfect 
carts and baskets and conduct the 
daily symptom checks with staff, 
among other precautions.

On the Midpeninsula, grocery 
stores’ responses to COVID-19 
have intensified over the last 
few weeks as the number of lo-
cal cases spiked and public health 
officials doubled down on urging 
social distancing. The Market at 
Edgewood, for example, initially 
encouraged people to continue to 
bring their own reusable shopping 
bags due to a shortage in paper 
goods; now, under the new Bay 
Area restrictions, people are not 
allowed in with outside bags.

After the Bay Area public health 
leaders started asking residents to 
cover their faces with a cloth when 
going out for essential activities, 
the store started requiring em-
ployees to wear face masks and 
encouraging customers to do so.

This week, Bianchini’s Mar-
ket in Portola Valley also started 
asking staff to wear masks, either 
ones supplied by the market or 
their own. Every cashier at Moun-
tain View’s 99 Ranch Market, an 
Asian supermarket chain, work-
ing this week behind plexiglass 
at the registers, also wore plastic 
face shields, masks and blue ni-
trile gloves. (In Los Angeles, a 
new order is mandating both em-
ployees and customers at essential 
businesses wear face coverings.)

Many local markets installed 
plexiglass dividers at check stands 
as a barrier between staff and 
customers, including at Piazza’s 
Fine Foods in Palo Alto and San 
Mateo, Sigona’s Farmers Market 
in Palo Alto and Redwood City, 
and Draeger’s Market in Menlo 
Park, Los Altos and San Mateo. 
The Market at Edgewood hasn’t 
but instead purchased individual 
face shields for staff.

The aisles at Draeger’s and The 
Market at Edgewood are now one-
way only, with arrows in blue tape 
on the floors, like makeshift traf-
fic signals, directing customers.

Small, independent markets are 
presenting themselves as a calmer 
option to the national chain stores, 
which have become synony-
mous with long lines outside and 
picked-over shelves. At Sigona’s, 
the volume of customers is down 
by about 20 to 30%, but the aver-
age sale has more than doubled, 
Sigona’s owner Carmelo Sigona 
said.

Grocery stores across the Bay 
Area are now required to limit 
the number of people inside at 
one time and have staff at their 
entrances to count customers 
as they come in. The Market at 
Edgewood’s cap is currently 30, 
for example, and Sigona’s Stan-
ford Shopping Center, a small 
store with narrow aisles, is lim-
ited to 20. Both stores are now 
asking customers to shop alone, 
rather than with another person 

from their household, though The 
Market at Edgewood is enforcing 
it while Sigona’s is only encour-
aging it, following pushback from 
some customers. Stores are dis-
couraging cash payments, though 
Sigona’s has come up with its own 
system to accommodate it, using 
a basket that’s wiped down after 
every exchange of money.

Local markets also have short-
ened their hours of operations. Pi-
azza’s now closes an hour earlier 
than usual, time the staff spends 
sanitizing the entire store, from 
PIN pads and cash registers to 
door handles and bathroom fau-
cets. Piazza’s now has a person in 
each store whose sole responsibil-
ity is cleaning throughout the day.

Country Sun Natural Foods on 
Palo Alto’s California Avenue is 
temporarily closed on Saturdays 
to “give our staff a break.” (The 
small market is also hiring. “Dur-
ing this extraordinary time, we’re 
especially in need of employees,” 
Country Sun posted to Twitter 
recently.)

Early morning shopping hours 
for seniors have been adopted at 
stores, including Sigona’s, Drae-
ger’s, Country Sun and Robert’s 
Market in Portola Valley and 
Woodside. Other markets that 
haven’t carved out special hours 
are giving seniors priority in the 
checkout line, such as at Piazza’s.

Local market owners are seeing 
firsthand the ripple effects of the 
coronavirus on the supply chain. 
Products like toilet paper and san-
itizing wipes have been the hard-
est to restock — even getting hand 
sanitizer or disinfecting wipes for 
the store’s use to comply with the 
counties’ public health guidance 
has proved challenging, they said.

Eggs, chicken, canned goods, 
pasta and rice have disappeared 
quickly from shelves. Flour and 
yeast have been in unusually high 
demand as many homebound 
people turn to baking. (The Mar-
ket at Edgewood has promoted its 
full yeast stock on social media, 
with a touch of humor: “Come all 
ye yeast lovers,” Mutlu posted to 
Facebook in late March.)

Draeger’s has responded by lim-
iting customers’ purchases to only 
two of certain items, such as eggs, 
milk, cheese, chicken, toilet paper, 
paper towels, disinfectants, rice, 
pasta, cheese and frozen entrees, 

according to the market’s website.
Fresh produce from California, 

however, is in “full swing,” Sigona 
said. Sigona’s also is getting ample 
specialty products, like cheese, 
from producers who would nor-
mally sell to restaurants, many of 
which are temporarily closed or 
running skeleton operations.

The initial wave of anxious 
customers overbuying at grocery 
stores has subsided, Mutlu said, 
but the effects are still lingering 
on the system.

“It’s like a domino effect. As 
soon as consumers hoard, mar-
kets start to hoard. Distributors 
are caught in a conundrum: How 
do we distribute very limited 
products quickly to people who 
are overbuying? They encourage 
markets like us to do responsible 
buying in the same way we’re try-
ing to get customers to do respon-
sible buying,” she said.

Dina Abarca, who manages 
the deli at Bianchini’s, said she 
sees customers coming into the 
store several times throughout the 
week, and some even more than 
once in a single day.

“I personally would love for cus-
tomers to take this seriously and 
stay home if it’s not something 
essential they need,” she said. 
“It’s just another way of exposing 
themselves and us to something 
that we don’t know we have until 
it’s too late.”

People should shop less fre-
quently, she said, “for us, who are 
there for them.”

Supporting grocery 
store workers —  
but is it enough?

Grocery stores, both national 
chains and locally operated mar-
kets, are temporarily providing 
additional compensation to em-
ployees as they risk their own 
health to work long hours and 
keep up with demand.

Safeway and Target employees, 
for example, have received tem-
porary $2 per hour raises, while 
Trader Joe’s has promised bonus-
es for its staff, according to media 
reports.

Locally, two markets — Si-
gona’s and Bianchini’s — gave 
all employees a $2 per hour raise. 
Sigona’s also expedited raises 
for employees who were on the 

cusp of receiving them before the 
stay-at-home order took effect. 
Bianchini’s also gave workers an 
additional $100 gift card to shop 
at the store.

Piazza’s, meanwhile, gave its 
employees a 30% discount at its 
stores. The Market at Edgewood 
gave all employees, both part- and 
full-time, a one-time bonus. Mutlu 
declined to disclose the amount.

Draeger’s gave its employees a 
$500 bonus, according to an em-
ployee. The Draeger’s family de-
clined an interview for this story 
and would not disclose “financials 
or compensation.” An Instagram 
post states the market is encour-
aging employees to use paid sick 
leave and family leave provided 
through their union.

“No amount of money can buy 
the sense of security with what’s 
going on, but it’s a step in the 
right direction, at least acknowl-
edging we are doing work that 
is considered hazardous now,” 
said Abarca, a single mother who 
supports her three children and 
nephew. “Grocery personnel was 
never considered an essential, but 
all of a sudden we’re the ones ev-
eryone’s counting on.”

The day the initial stay-at-home 
order was announced was “mad-
ness” at Bianchini’s, Abarca said: 
“It was like the whole town was 
in the store.”

She was scheduled to work 
from 5 a.m. to 2 p.m. but didn’t 
leave until 5 p.m.

The deli quickly shifted to 
packaging to-go hot meals and 
salads, but sales in that depart-
ment have dropped dramatically, 
while the grocery is struggling to 
keep items stocked.

Abarca said she feels confident 
in the precautions Bianchini’s is 
taking at the store but is still wor-
ried about potentially exposing 
her children and nephew. When 
she walks into her home in Belle 
Haven at the end of the day, her 
4-year-old son, who has asthma, 
wants a hug — but she refrains 
from doing so until she can 
shower, put on fresh clothes and 
put what she wore to work in the 
washing machine.

“What’s the point of me taking 
care of the kids if I’m going to 
bring something home to them?” 
she said.

Kimberly Atwater, a manager 
at Draeger’s in Menlo Park, said 

she’s been working overtime 
since the first stay-at-home order 
took effect, some days as long as 
14 hours. She worries about get-
ting sick herself but more so for 
her coworkers who have children 
or elderly parents or are at-risk 
themselves. National and local 
reports of grocery store workers 
who have died from COVID-19 
underscore their concerns.

Draeger’s has provided some 
masks but not enough for all 
staff members, Atwater said. 
One checker who is older than 65 
years old and has health issues 
was initially told not to come 
in, but he has continued to work 
because of the uncertainty of se-
curing unemployment in a timely 
fashion, she said.

As Atwater has watched sales 
at Draeger’s shoot up by as much 
as 50% and the store raise its 
prices, she said she hopes to see 
that “trickle down to those of us 
who are here doing the work.”

On a recent afternoon at Ava’s 
Downtown Market, Jonathan An-
geles, a 19-year-old cashier, wore 
one of the masks that were donat-
ed to the Castro Street store by a 
San Jose State University profes-
sor. Angeles said Ava’s is giving 
employees a hazard bonus but he 
didn’t know the amount.

At Piazza’s, before the stores 
were capping the number of cus-
tomers who could come inside, 
one employee likened the noise 
levels to having a fan constantly 
whirring in their ears.

“We have a lot more sales than 
we did before, but if we could go 
back to where it was before, not 
putting my employees in harm’s 
way, I would go back,” owner 
Rick Piazza said. “It’s been tough 
on them.”

Now offering  
delivery, pickup

The coronavirus has forced 
independent grocery stores to 
abruptly adapt their business mod-
els, including by offering curbside 
pickup and home delivery — both 
labor-intensive changes for small, 
local businesses.

But demand for delivery is high 
right now as more people can’t or 
choose not to leave their homes. 
Orders placed through grocery 
delivery app Instacart usually 
hover at around 3% of overall 
sales for Sigona’s in Redwood 

Grocery
(continued from page 5)

Piazza’s Fine Foods in Palo Alto has limited the number of 
customers allowed to shop inside at one time to 30. 
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Mary Carusi shops at Bianchini’s Market in Portola Valley. The 
market asked staff to start wearing masks at work this week as part 
of its new regulations put in place while the market stays open to the 
public during the coronavirus crisis.

S
a

m
m

y D
a

lla
l



www.PaloAltoOnline.com • Palo Alto Weekly • April 10, 2020 • Page 19

Upfront

City. Now, they’re accounting for 
more than 20%. Instacart said in 
late March that it planned to hire 
300,000 additional shoppers over 
the next three months to meet in-
creased demand and wait times 
due to the coronavirus.

It was a “controversial” move 
within the Mutlu family to start 
offering delivery from The Mar-
ket at Edgewood two weeks ago. 
Some members felt like it would 
only add to their list of mounting 
responsibilities during the pan-
demic, Mutlu said, but they ulti-
mately decided to do it, both to 
respond to customer requests and 
as a means to minimize the num-
ber of people coming to the store. 
(The store has a $50 minimum for 
orders, a 15% personal shopping 
fee and a flat $15 fee for deliveries 
within a 5-mile radius. Orders can 
be placed at marketatedgewood.
com/delivery.)

Sigona’s also recently started 
delivering fruit and produce boxes 
to customers in San Mateo, Foster 
City, Belmont, San Carlos, Red-
wood City, Palo Alto, Los Altos, 
and Mountain View. (People can 
place orders at sigonashome.com.) 
The company had for a decade 
delivered fresh fruit and snacks 
to local offices, such as tech 
companies and law firms, which 
normally accounts for about half 
of Sigona’s overall business and 

employs 65 people, including 
about 20 drivers.

Orders for office deliveries have 
evaporated during the shutdown, 
Sigona said. But shifting to home 
delivery is allowing the company 
to keep most, though not all, of the 
distribution staff employed. Some 
of them also have been moved to 
provide support at the busy Palo 
Alto and Redwood City markets.

Sigona’s is also piloting a curb-
side pickup program, which the 
owner was reluctant to implement 
at first. It means setting aside 
staff time to take orders via email 
or phone, answer any questions 
that come up, shop and bring the 
goods out to customers.

“We don’t have software set up 
like Instacart would,” Sigona said.

Both owners and workers said 
the silver lining of the coronavirus 
is an increased appreciation for 
the essential service that grocery 
stores provide. Customers are 
largely respectful and thankful, 
they said. One Bianchini’s regular 
recently gave $5 gift cards to the 
nearby Konditorei coffee shop to 
every employee.

“I’m proud of the work we’re 
doing,” Abarca said. “The general 
public is taking consideration of 
the hard work that grocery work-
ers do. Sometimes it’s not seen or 
taken for granted.” 

Staff Writer Elena Kadvany 
can be emailed at ekadvany@
paweekly.com. Edi tor ial 
Assistant Lloyd Lee contributed 
to this report.

moved the organization’s si-
lent auction online at the end of 
March, and the four-day auction 
raised more than $160,000, ac-
cording to a spokesperson. 

Mollica said the organization is 
facing a difficult time ahead. 

“Eighty-five percent of our 

money comes from fundraising 
and programs and adoptions,” he 
said. “Our expenses have contin-
ued, but we have no program rev-
enue and we haven’t been able to 
do any serious fundraising.”

The nonprofit receives the re-
maining 15% of its $4.3 million 
operating budget from the city 
of Palo Alto, which provides the 
organization $650,000 to manage 
its municipal shelter. 

“This is a tough situation, but 
it’s been good that we are staying 
active in serving the community 
and that so many foster families 
went above and beyond to help,” 
Mollica said. 

More information about adop-
tions or how to help is posted at 
PetsInNeed.org or hssv.org. 

Associate Editor Linda Taaffe 
can be reached at ltaaffe@
paweekly.com.

Pets
(continued from page 9)

Grocery
(continued from page 18)

Avenidas Still Supporting Seniors
Although Avenidas has temporarily closed its three facilities to help contain  

and mitigate the COVID-19 virus, seniors and their families can still turn  

to Avenidas for information, resources, support, or just a friendly voice!

• Call the Avenidas ….  
Friendship Line: (650) 289-5400

• Email us at …  
info@avenidas.org

• Visit our website ...  
www.avenidas.org

Al Mollica, executive director of Pets In Need, said the nonprofit is trying to keep animals out of its shelters 
and place them in foster homes, where they can be properly socialized. “If we had to figure out how to 
socialize, feed and care for all of these animals in shelters, I mean, that would be a nightmare,” he said.

V
e

ro
n

ica
 W

e
b

e
r


