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O
n Friday afternoon, there
was a feeling of weary in-
evitability among those
walking the halls of

Sharp Memorial Hospital in San
Diego.

As a dwindling supply of inten-
sive care beds triggered a fresh
round of community restrictions
from the state, a certain level of fa-
tigue was visible in many eyes,
whether peering through face 

shields or squinting through win-
dows into rooms where a growing
number of beds are being filled
with newly admitted COVID-19 pa-
tients.

Things are not yet bad enough
where entire medical staffs must
work seven days a week, but many
know that could come soon if beds
keep filling at the rate they have in
recent weeks.

The problem, noted critical
care nurse Megan Weske, is that
the coming wave lands after more

than nine months spent tediously
putting on and taking off personal
protective equipment, conjuring
the kind of hypervigilance needed
to make sure that masks and
shields and gowns and gloves are
put on and taken off in the proper
order and with the proper tech-
nique to avoid getting sick or, even
worse, taking something home to
family members.

Add in the need to serve as a
constant informational and emo-
tional conduit to the bedside for

family members kept away by
strict visitation restrictions, and
the result is a kind of health care
pressure cooker that makes it diffi-
cult to ever feel truly at rest.

“That adrenaline wears off af-
ter a little while and we feel more
tired and we feel more worn out
and more burnt out,” Weske said.
“You’re trying your best to give
everything to these patients, but it
wears on you.

“It wears on your soul, too, to 

Taylor May checks on her patient Cynthia Powers, diagnosed with COVID-19, at Sharp Memorial Hospital on Friday. After nearly
10 months of learning about the coronavirus, the medical community has learned more effective ways to treat it.

NELVIN C. CEPEDA U-T

I N D E P T H

Front lines brace for onslaught
But health care workers have more knowledge, options for treating COVID-19 than they did in spring wave
BY PAUL SISSON
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Normally, sitting on the Califor-
nia Wildlife Conservation Board is
a feel-good job, mostly consisting
of unanimously approving millions
in state dollars to protect natural
habitats, from mountain meadows
in Lassen County to lagoons in
Newport Beach. 

That’s why it was so jarring
when the seven-member board
was asked a few months ago to al-
low the construction of an opulent
housing development on 219 acres
of ecologically prized San Diego
County land — pristine coastal
sage scrub that’s home to the fed-
erally endangered Quino check-
erspot butterfly. 

In exchange, the developer,
GDCI Proctor Valley L.P., would
trade the state roughly 339 acres of
nearby undeveloped land and 

CALIFORNIA CONSIDERS ALLOWING HOUSING
PROJECT ON SAN DIEGO ECOLOGICAL RESERVE

Biologist Robb Hamilton takes photos in the R14 parcel along
Proctor Valley Road, which would be used in a land swap for a
development in the Rancho Jamul State Ecological Reserve. 

K.C. ALFRED U-T

BY JOSHUA EMERSON SMITH
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An election like no other
ended with a record number of
ballots cast in San Diego County. 

More than 1.6 million resi-
dents voted in the state’s first-
ever all-mail election, the most in
history, a milestone that can’t be
attributed solely to growth in Cal-
ifornia’s second-most populous
county.

Between the 2016 presidential
election and the just-concluded
one, the number of possible vot-
ers (all those who would be eligi-
ble, not just those who are regis-

tered) rose by about 23,000. Votes
cast went up by 281,000.

“It’s not that more voters are
living here now, because that
number hasn’t changed much,”
said Michael Vu, the county regis-
trar of voters, who certified the
results on Thursday. “It’s that
more of them are voting.”

The election came close to an-
other record, too — for voter turn-
out (the number of registered
voters who actually voted). It was
83.5 percent, just off the 83.7 high
point set in the 2008 presidential
election, when Barack Obama
won his first term.

“We missed it by two-tenths,”
Vu said, “but even though we
didn’t hit 83.7, we still had 380,000
more people vote in this election
than voted in 2008.”

E L E C T I O N 2 0 2 0

ELECTION’S HIGH TURNOUT
POINTS TO MAIL-IN FUTURE
More than 1.6 million
voted, a county record,
with very few problems

SEE ELECTION • A20

BY JOHN WILKENS

One of the greatest scientific
feats of the past century may be a
week away: The rollout of a vaccine
against a virus that scientists
didn’t even know existed a year
ago.

Vaccines developed by Pfizer,
Moderna and others appear to be
far more effective than anyone ex-
pected, which will make them an
invaluable tool in turning the tide
of a pandemic now spiraling out of
control.

But what’s the best way to use
that tool? There’s broad consensus
over who should get the vaccine
first: health care workers and those
living in skilled nursing and as-
sisted living facilities. Those work-
ers are the only thing keeping hos-
pitals afloat, and nursing homes
have been the worst-hit by the
virus. 

From there, it gets messy. 
Part of the issue is that re-

searchers aren’t sure whether to
prioritize those most likely to
spread the coronavirus or those
most likely to die of COVID-19.
Those are two distinct rollout
strategies. 

Policymakers are also grap-
pling with how to ensure a vaccine
gets to low-income communities
and people of color, who have been
hit especially hard by the pan-
demic due to inequities that have
deep historical roots.

San Diego County shared its
vaccine allocation plan Wednes-

THERE’S BROAD
AGREEMENT ON
WHO WILL GET
VACCINE FIRST;
WHO’S NEXT?
Health care workers,
nursing homes on top of
list; it’s tricky after that

BY JONATHAN WOSEN
& GARY ROBBINS
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Millions of Americans,
including county residents,
struggle to pay rent because
of the pandemic; now, evic-
tion looms for many. C1

BU S I N E S S

BACK RENT IN U.S.
NEARS $7.2 BILLION

At 11:59 p.m. today, San Diego
County will plunge into a new
round of restrictions intended to
keep Southern California’s hospi-
tals from being overwhelmed by a
surging pandemic.

The restrictions, which will last
at least three weeks, mean that
zoos, nail salons and barber shops
will close; shopping centers will
take in fewer customers at a time;

age of available intensive care unit
beds in the state’s designated
Southern California region, which
dipped to 12.5 percent Saturday,
below the 15 percent cutoff. 

In all, some 33 million Califor-
nians will be subject to the new re-
strictions, representing 84 percent
of the state’s population.

That includes the San Joaquin
Valley, which also reached the
threshold mandated by the state, 

2,287 positive tests, yet another
single-day COVID-19 case record.
In addition, the city of San Diego
reported that 55 residents and
staff at the San Diego Convention
Center’s emergency homeless
shelter had recently tested pos-
itive for the coronavirus — more
than double the total reported to
date. 

But the stay-at-home order
wasn’t prompted by an uptick in
cases. The trigger was the percent-

and restaurants are only open for
takeout, pick-up or delivery.

The timing of the order also
means that the state is telling most
Californians not to travel for
Christmas. “There’s no way
around it — this stinks,” said
county Supervisor Greg Cox in a
Saturday press briefing announc-
ing the restrictions. “We know
that.” 

County officials also reported
eight new coronavirus deaths and

REGION HEADS INTO LOCKDOWN

SEE LOCKDOWN • A9

Coronavirus spread prompts stricter measures to keep hospital capacity from reaching its limit
BY JONATHAN WOSEN


